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into appropriate instrument(s)
By Deirdre Goggin

BBS, HDip BFIS

Abstract

This thesis seeks to examine the recognition and formal assessment of informal and
non- formal learning, paying particular attention to the methodologies that are currently
being used and identifying the possibility of more appropriate instruments. This
examination is conducted within the context of the national emphasis on the creation of
a learning and knowledge intense society, the requirements necessary for this to become
a reality and the increasing discussion on the recognition of infoiTnal and non formal
education and training.
In order to discuss the above comprehensively, this research will examine the Irish
education framework which supports the recognition of learning along the spectrum
from informal to formal. In addition the research aims to discuss the European context
and development of education and training under the Bologna process towards London
2010.

In the context of international education development it is necessary to review National
Framework of Qualifications in selected countries and to compare the developments
occurring internationally with those occurring on a national and European dimension.
The focus of learning has evolved from formal education and training to the workplace
and to life wide/ lifelong learning and experience. As a result the methods by which we
capture and assess learning has to be re- addressed. This thesis aims to examine such
methods and determine which method is most appropriate for learners and higher
education institutions.
The learning portfolio is one such method which is used extensively within higher
education and training to capture informal and non formal learning. This thesis aims to
investigate its validity, reliability and authenticity as an assessment method.
In the context of the documentary research findings relating to the above, extensive
primary research of various interest groups is conducted and documented in this thesis.
This research seeks to determine if there is a correlation between the identified needs of
informal and non formal learners and what is being implemented by stakeholders to
cater for those needs. The research provides an insight into the diversity and uniqueness
of informal and non formal learners and the new challenges they present to education
and training providers. As stated in chapter 8 of the thesis, to increase the awareness and
development of the recognition of informal and non formal learning, instances of ‘good
practice’ need to be documented and publicised. The findings of this research are
intended as an initial step in this process.

Finally, the conclusions and recommendations of this thesis aim to quantify the current
position in relation to the recognition of informal and non-formal learning and the
necessary steps which will need to be taken to sustain its development in the future.
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Chapter 1 - The Irish Education
Environment
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a broad overview of the current Irish higher
education and training environment. The focus is predominantly on those aspects of the
system within which there is provision for the recognition informal and non formal
learning and where there is potential for its development.

1.1 The Irish Education Environment
In the past number of years there have been a number of changes in third level
education in this country and beyond. There is a marked increase in the number of those
with prior certificated, experiential and non formal learning who are participating in
higher education programmes and seeking recognition for that learning. This increase
could be attributed to the increased focus on lifelong and life wide learning. The author
is involved in the recognition of prior learning office in Cork Institute of Technology
and over the past five years there has been a notable increase in the numbers seeking
assistance in presenting their prior learning.

2003/2004

2004/2005

2005/2006

2006/2007

2007/2008

Number of exemption
submKsions

Fig 1.1 RPL in Cork Institute of Technology 2003 - 2008

Also, there is an increased number of people from EU and non EU countries who wish
to enter the Irish third level education system. In a statement by the chief executive of

the Higher Education Authority, Mr T Boland stated that in “the past decade, overseas
student numbers here have increased by 170%” (HEA). In a separate report by the
International Education Board Ireland (lEBI 9) the number of international students in
Higher Education in Ireland in the period 2002- 2007 is shown to have grown
significantly.

♦

Number of Noi»national students

Fig 1.2 Source: International Students in Higher Education in Ireland 2006-2007(IEBI February
2008)

In relation to the number of mature persons currently involved in higher education in
Ireland, statistics available from the Department of Education, as outlined in the ‘New
OECD Activity on Recognition of Non-Fonnal and Infoimal Learning- Country
Background Report 2007’ by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAl),
showed the following picture.
The percentage of the Irish population aged 25 - 64 participating in education and
training in 2005 was 8%. In the Labour Force survey conducted in the same year, it
showed that the EU average was 11%. Both these figures are below the projected EU
benchmark of 12.5% for 2010. (NQAl 2-3)

□ Ireland
EU

8

10

12

14

EU Benchmark 2010
Fig 1.3 % of Irish population 25-64 participating in education and training (NQAl 2- 3)

10

A European study conducted by Eurostat in 2003 revealed the percentage of mature
students involved in Higher Education in Ireland was 9%, which was considerably less
than the UK and the Northern European Countries who each had a rate of participation
of over 27%.

Fig 1.4 % of mature students involved in HE per country in Europe ( Eurostat statistics UOE)

Notes
Luxembourg: Most tertiary students study abroad and are not included.
Germany, Italy, Poland, Slovenia: Data exclude PH.D.
Cyprus: Most tertiary students study abroad and are not included.
Source: Eurostat - Education statistics (UOE)

The participation rates in education and training in Ireland for mature students show that
we are behind our European counterparts and also the benchmark which has been set by
the EU for 2010. In parallel to these findings the National Centre for Partnership and
Progression published its report on of the forum on the workplace of the future 2005. It
outlined the future challenges that Ireland would face in the global market place. The
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report highlighted areas sueh as what our skill needs will be in the future and Ireland’s
“transition to a knowledge society”. It also focused on the need to be “continually
learning, knowledge intensive and proactively diverse “. (NCPP, Working to our
advantage, A National Workplace Strategy 2005)
In a more recent report titled ‘Irish workplaces, A strategy for Change, Innovation and
Partnership 2007 - 2010’ (NCPP). the NCPP outlines the actions which need to be
taken considering the goals as set out in its 2005 report. The 2007 document states that
the focus will have to be on “partnership and mutual benefit for employers and
employees alike”(NCPP 6) to create workplaces for the future which are centred on
“innovaton and change”.

The concept of lifelong learning as emphasised by the European Union is also an
integral part of the Bologna process which points to a need for educational institutions
to adapt their entry and assessment systems to these ‘new’ learners. A definition of
lifelong learning by the European Commission is stated as;
“all learning activity undertaken throughout life, with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and
competence within a personal, civic, social and/or employment related perspective”. (NQAl) (OECD 19)

In response to these influences Irish third level institutions systems have put in place
measures to identify prior learning and give it recognition within the formal educational
setting. In a recent study done by an expert panel from OECD on the recognition of
informal and non formal learning in Ireland 2008, it is stated that;

“In Ireland, Recognition of Prior Learning can be used by learners to gain entry into education or training,
to gain credit towards or exemptions from courses/programmes (towards a qualification) and to gain full
awards. Ireland is one of a few countries where full awards can be gained by RPL. It should be noted, that
the greatest use of RPL is directed at entry and credits or exemptions. Cases where full awards are given,
are exceptions.
Access to Recognition of Prior Learning is open to all individuals, subject to availability of resources. It is
generally offered by providers of education and training in particular for access to their programmes. So,
in short: RPL is open and multi-functional.” (Harold, Taguma and Hagens 2008 15)

The increasing emphasis on the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) is therefore not
only of importance in Ireland but also within a wider European and international
context.
Within this context, this thesis aims to identify, research and critically analyse
assessment methodologies for the measurement of informal learning in the context of
12

the awarding of formal recognition within statutory qualification frameworks. The focus
of the thesis is also on managing and supporting the learning process from the
perspective of informal and non-formal learners. A further aim is to develop, pilot, and
evaluate assessment methods to implement these measurements of informal learning in
the context of the award of formal recognition within the National Framework of
Qualifications in Ireland.

The Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 provided for the establishment of
the three new statutory bodies in the Irish Education system. These are more specifically
known as the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI), Further Education
and Training Awards Council (FETAC) and Higher Education and Training Awards
Council (HETAC). These different bodies assumed different but complementary roles
within the Irish education system.

As outlined in the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, the NQAI was
entrusted with the following roles
“ (a) to establish and maintain a framework, being a framework for the development, recognition and
award of qualifications in the State (in this Act referred to as a “framework of qualifications”), based on
standards of knowledge, skill or competence to be acquired by learners; (b) to establish and promote the
maintenance and improvement of the standards of further education and training awards and higher
education and training awards of the Further Education and Training Awards Council, the Higher
Education and Training Awards Council, the Dublin Institute of Technology and universities established
under section 9 of the Act of 1997; and (c) to promote and facilitate access, transfer and progression “
(Qualifications (Education and Training)Act 1999. section 7

Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) was entrusted with the
responsibility
“to establish and publish, in such form and manner as it thinks fit, policies and criteria for— (i) the
making of further education and training awards, and(ii) the validation of programmes of further
education and training, and to review such policies and criteria not less than once in every five years”.
Qualifications (Education and Training)Act 1999 section 14

Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC) was entrusted with the
responsibility
“(a) to establish and publish, in such form and manner as it thinks fit, policies and criteria for—(i) the
making of higher education and training awards, and(ii) the validation of programmes of higher education
and training, and to review such policies and criteria not less than once in every five years; (b) to
determine standards of knowledge, skill or competence to be acquired by learners—(i) before a higher
education and training award may be made by the Council or by a recognised institution to which
authority to make awards has been delegated under section 29 , or(ii) who request from the Council
recognition of an award made by a body other than the Council or a recognised institution to which
authority to make awards has been delegated under section 29”. Qualifications (Education and
Training)Act 1999 section 23
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These bodies, together with Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) and the Universities,
provide the qualifications system for Irish post secondary education. In the case of DIT,
under legislation enacted in 1992, they have full authority to make awards and validate
programmes up to level 10. These separate awarding bodies co-operate with HETAC
and FETAC in the development of qualifications in higher and further education in
Ireland.

In relation to FETAC, its role relates to the further education and training awards sector.
It works to continuously establish and update criteria required for the further education
and training awards in Ireland. It also assumes the responsibility of validating the
further education and training courses in Ireland. It represents the Irish education
system under further education and consults with other countries to ensure that
standards being set in Ireland are similar to those set internationally. In more recent
years, FETAC has engaged in selective piloting of RPL within some of its further
education programmes. However, its main emphasis to date was on to researching the
possibilities and opportunities which RPL could provide those interested in gaining
FETAC awards.
HETAC on the other hand, identifies the knowledge, skills and competence required by
learners at the Higher Education Level in Ireland in order to be awarded qualifications
from levels 6 to 10 on the National Framework of Qualifications. HETAC has assumed
the main function of the National Council for Education Awards (NCEA) as well as
some additional functions.
“While it will undertake the validation of programmes, and set and monitor standards, HETAC will take a
more strategic view of Quality Assurance in higher education and training. It is also charged with
ensuring that student assessment procedures within institutions are fair and consistent, and ensuring
academic and financial protection for students in commercial educational institutions providing
programmes validated by HETAC. HETAC will also monitor the educational needs of the economy for
all extra-university higher education and training bodies and institutions. We want to contribute to
national economic prosperity by ensuring the supply of people with the right qualifications at the right
time. “ (H. E. Council, HETAC- Frequently Asked Questions)

HETAC is very proactive in the area of prior learning and lifelong learning. It is the
body entrusted with responsibilities towards many of the higher education institutions in
developing a provision for the recognition of prior learning. Within its power it also has
the facility to assess an individual’s informal and non formal learning for full award up
14

to a level 10, if no appropriate award is already in existence. This facility has been
cautiously rolled out with limited numbers of people applying but demonstrates
HETAC’s openness to recognising learning regardless of its origins.

HETAC and FETAC are not the only awarding bodies within Ireland in education and
training. Dublin Institute of Technology has had power to make awards under the
Dublin Institute of Technology Act 1992 from certificate to doctorate level. Under the
terms of the Universities Act 1997, the seven universities are awarding bodies for
programmes which they themselves operate.

Since 2001, in accordance with procedures established under the terms of the
Qualifications Act, Institutes of Technology have had authority to make awards
delegated to them by HETAC. There were some variations in the extent of the
authority delegated but, generally, it included awards for all taught programmes up to
Masters level. Differences between the delegation to the different institutes occurs in
relation to research programmes at Masers and Doctoral levels (levels 9 and 10).
Institutions are required to adhere to HETAC standards of awards and to operate
according to an approved quality assurance system. The institutes with delegated
authority are subject to an audit by HETAC at a minimum of every 5 years.
As Dublin Institute of Technology is outside the remit of HETAC, the quality assurance
of its awards and programmes is overseen by the NQAl.

In summary, currently within the Irish education system the bodies which are
maintaining standards are NQAI, FETAC, HETAC, DIT, Institutes of Technology with
delegated authority and Universities. Although generally operating under separate
legislation, the Universities are required by the Qualifications Act to co-operate with the
NQAI in relation to the standards of awards and the National Framework of
Qualifications

It is noted by the author that changes ion Irish higher education referred to above, have
occurred against a broader societal change, one element of which has seen substantial
change in the nature of learners. This evolution of the learner can be seen from the
following points

15

•

People are returning to education later in life, meaning that learners are entering
with significant informal learning than the conventional post secondary student.
This change means that educational institutions can no longer assume that all
learners joining the learning process will do so at the same level.

•

The applicability of ‘life experiences’ to the formal educational process is a
relevant issue which must be addressed by the education systems in this country.
It is necessary for Higher Education providers to ask themselves whether
learning by doing is as valuable if not more, than traditional delivery and
learning.

•

Learners and providers now realize that learning in the formal sense is no longer
a one time event. This is reflected in the expectations of the workplace. Where
there are requirements for a workforce with life long and life wide learning. This
ensures that in an ever changing economic environment, the workforce is
dynamic enough to adjust to changes and demands.

•

It is expected for individuals to have a more rounded knowledge of the industry
that they work in, acquiring a bank of skills which can be translated into several
different roles. Multi-tasking by employees is the future focus for companies
who are operating in the global marketplace.

•

Formal qualifications have become the standard within the marketplace in
relation to determining whether a person has the required skills for a position.
Employers and industries are driving the demand for informal/non formal
learning gained in the workplace to be accepted in formal systems. Employees
are pushing for their informal learning to be integrated into formal systems so as
to minimize the time they have to spend in the formal education system.

Drivers of the above changes are embedded in larger societal, economic, demographic
and psychographic changes. In a response to these, individually the relevant
educational bodies in Ireland have addressed the emerging changes in the dynamic of a
‘learning society’. They have identified that the ‘traditional ‘ typical learner groups have
evolved and changed and that as a result the measurement and recording of peoples’
knowledge, skill and competence also have to change. They have recognised that
alternative methods have to be identified to capture a person’s learning when it occurs
outside the ‘traditional’ learning environment within a formal system.

16

Ireland is one of the European Countries which has comprehensively addressed valid
and invalid learning within its policies and practice. Traditionally, learning was only
recognised if it took place in a formal education setting. As identified in a CEDEFOP
Panorama series
“In Ireland, as in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, stronger acceptance of an output-orientated,
performance based model of education and training can be observed” Bjomavold 2000. (Colardyn and
Bjomavold 44)

As outlined in a CEDEFOP report, the Learning for Life white paper on adult education
in 2000 stated that
“one of the underpinning principles for adult learning is a systematic approach which requires that
educational policies must be designed to embrace the life cycle, reflect the multiplicity of sites, both
formal and informal in which learning can take place, provide for appropriate supports such as guidance,
counselling and childcare and for mechanisms to assess learning independent of the context in which it
occurs. “ Department of Education and Science, Ireland 2000 (Colardyn and Bjomavold 45)

The HETAC and FETAC councils provide mechanisms to accredit formal, work-based
and informal learning programmes. These provisions link to the European Higher
Education Area view of life long learning and the idea that learning is a continuous
process.

1.2 Workplace of the future
When looking at the area of higher education in Ireland and the recognition of informal
and non formal learning, it is necessary to examine it within the context of a report by
the National Centre for Partnership Performance titled ‘Working to our advantage, A
National Workplace Strategy’. The purpose of the report was to examine the Irish
economic, demographic and psychographic environment and its impact on the Irish
workplace of the future. The ultimate goal of the report was to identify the areas that we
as a society were going to have to alter in order to address these changes which were
going to affect us as a society and as a workplace of the future. The forum of the
National Centre for Partnership Performance on the workplace of the future (2005)
identified Ireland’s workplace needs beyond 2004.

The key findings of the report were that as a nation we have a falling birth rate, an aging
workforce population, a shortfall in the number of people currently in the workforce to
that which we will require to be functional and successful on the international stage in
17

the future. The participation of women in the workforce in Ireland is less than our
European counterparts and again is below the desired percentage. So ultimately the
question for Ireland is how we are going to be proactive in dealing with these current
and foreseeable shortfalls and to identify the possible areas which will enable us to
reach these targets.

Primarily, the key recommendation from the report is that we can no longer depend on
‘traditional’ third level education student and system to provide us with a workforce
with the necessary skills. Fundamentally, the issue is that 80% of the workforce
required in the future is already working, so it will mean a re- allocation and re
development of skills and possibly the redeployment of workforce resources are going
to be necessary. It is impractical for the workforce to return to full time education as this
would result in deeper problems for Ireland. In order to attempt to address this issue a
partnership will need to be established between workplaces and education institutions.
This will facilitate the up-skilling of the workforce without reducing their participation
in employment. It is impractical for full time workers to leave the workforce and pursue
other education and training; it isn’t desirable for them to spend their evenings and
weekends studying more generic programmes which cater for the needs of a wider
population. Ideally to move forward, workplaces should be approaching educational
institutions and requesting that programmes be developed with the specific needs of
their workforce in mind.

A preferred scenario is the identification by the workplaces of the skill deficiencies of
their workforce and putting in place programmes to address these and in doing so use
the workplace as a learning environment.

This development signals another key to success under the workplace strategy for the
future. It is the recognition that a workplace is an area where extensive and significant
learning can and does take place. It ensures that theoretical learning is fully applied and
referred to valid workplace situations making the learning more applicable and relevant.
Therefore the area of work-based learning becomes relevant and its application becomes
a true reality to address the current and future skill requirements of Irish society.

This approach to education also addresses a wider issue for Higher Education
Institutions in Ireland who are susceptible to variations in the traditional Central
Applications Office applicants, and in interest in particular disciplines. There is a
requirement that they become less reliant on this type of student cohorts and become
more proactive in identifying potential population cohorts who could benefit from
qualifications and up-skilling. This emerging scenario appears to have been realised
more readily in the higher education institutions than in the employer organizations and
trade unions that have not shown as great an appreciation for the need for up-skilling
and recognition of informal and non formal learning. These sentiments were expressed
by these bodies in an NQAI forum with an OECD panel that were carrying out an audit
of Ireland’s position with regard to the recognition of informal and non formal learning.

However, more recently the ICTU have initiated contact with a small number of HETs
to investigate the possibilities of work-based learning and the Recognition of Prior
Learning (RPL). In addition, FAS, the state training agency are actively involved in the
area of RPL.

1.3 European Area of Higher Education

Education and training in Ireland does not operate separately from the influence of
Europe. Events and decisions which are made at a European level in relation to
education and training are eventually adopted into Irish education policy and legislation.

The European Area of Higher Education has evolved since Paris and the Sorbonne
declaration of 1998. At that juncture, France, Italy, the UK and Germany signed the
declaration on the ‘harmonisation of the architecture of the European Higher Education
system.’ Thus began the restructuring of the Higher Education Area in Europe which
was later subscribed to by other European countries.

The focus of the Sorbonne declaration was to streamline the education frameworks for
degrees in Europe which would enable students to transfer and progress and also to
create the situation whereby all qualifications became recognizable throughout Europe.
The outcome was that it became far easier to identify the level of a person’s
qualifications if they were all adhering to the same framework. In doing so, they hoped
19

to enable higher student and teacher mobility between countries as obstacles were
removed.

Thus started the European development of the Higher Education area and hence in 1999
in Bologna twenty-nine European Union ministers met to set in place the requirements
to have created a European Higher Education Area by 2010.

The intentions of this group were as follows;
•
•
•

•
•
•

“To develop a system which would facilitate easily readable and comparable degrees
To have a system with two cycles (which is very evident in Ireland today) undergraduate and
graduate.
To develop a system of credits (example of this is the European Credit Transfer System) this is
evident in all programmes in Ireland today where each subject element of an undergraduate
programme is weighted with credits. Thus facilitating the element of the Sorbonne declaration
of student mobility.
The former point leads to the next objective of the Bologna process of promoting mobility by
overcoming obstacles.
The fifth objective was the development of a European quality assurance programme. In so
doing ensuring that the integrity of the programmes could be maintained.
The final intention was to collectively ‘promote European dimensions in Higher Education”.
(Nyborg 1)

In Prague 2001 , thirty-three European Statutory countries met following on from
Bologna, and set further objectives such as emphasizing the importance of (Nyborg 1)
•
•
•

“Lifelong learning
Student involvement
Developing the attractiveness of the European Higher Education Area globally. “

The subsequent meeting was held in Berlin in 2003. Three priorities were set at this
meeting ; (Nyborg 2)
•
•
•

“Quality assurance
The two-cycle degree system
Recognition of degrees and periods of study “

Under the quality assurance objective, issues such as responsibility of bodies, evaluation
of programmes and student issues, including assessment, were discussed. Finally, the
development of a common certification and accreditation system was placed on the
table as an area which would require attention in order to move forward.

The two-cycle degree system referred to an ‘over-arching framework of qualifications
for the EHEA’ set out that systems were required for different learning outcomes. This
is evident today in the programmes and modules that are in place. The group was also
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required to consider market needs when structuring programmes and that the systems in
place should enable programmes to reflect those needs.

At Berlin, ministers also raised the importance of the Lisbon recognition convention
which should be ratified by all the participating countries in the Bologna process. The
main points of the Lisbon recognition convention were that each country shall recognize
qualifications from other countries as similar to the corresponding programmes in their
own, unless there are substantial differences. All countries who signed the Bologna and
subsequent Prague and Berlin communiques should provide information on the
institutions and programmes belonging to their Higher Education systems. A national
information centre was to be set up to advise students of the equivalence of their
qualification. This task in Ireland was undertaken by the NQAI.
The final point raised under the Lisbon recognition convention was that all countries
shall encourage Higher Education institutions to issue the Diploma supplement to their
students to facilitate recognition on a global scale. The Berlin communique set that this
diploma supplement would be issued automatically and free of charge to students who
graduated from 2005 onwards.

The development of the EHEA has a finish date of 2010. The fundamental goals for that
date are that
• All states in the EHEA shall have a national framework of qualifications with a three
tier system in Higher Education.
• A national quality assurance programme will be implemented with an agreed set of
standards, procedures and guidelines from the EHEA. Decisions by other quality
assurance programmes from other participant countries will also be recognised .
• Under the Eisbon Recognition Convention all countries in the EHEA shall recognize
degrees and periods of studies from other member countries.

The Dublin descriptors, which were brought into force in 2004, were developed to
facilitate the alignment of qualifications and national frameworks under the European
Area of Higher Education. The national frameworks of countries are separate entities to
the EHEA and operate as such. As outlined in a report by the Ministry of Science,
Technology and Innovation 2005,
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Cork Institute of Technology

“The Dublin Descriptors offer generic states of typical expectations of achievements and abilities
associated with qualifications that represent the end of each of a Bologna cycle. They are not meant to be
prescriptive; they do not represent threshold or minimum requirements and they are not subject specific
nor are they limited to academic, professional or vocational areas” (Frameworks 33)

As stated in the same report the elements which are reflected in the Dublin descriptors
include; (Frameworks 33)
“knowledge and understanding
Applying knowledge and understanding
Making judgments
Communication skills
Learning skills “

The Dublin descriptors coincided with the objectives of‘transparency, recognition and
mobility’ throughout European higher and further education.

1.3.1 Merging of European policy into an Irish context

All the decisions and actions agreed under the various communiques currently and have
had in the past, influence on Irish Legislation. A report compiled by Mr Ian McKenna
from the Irish Department of Education and Science, January 2005, it outlined how
Ireland has addressed the objectives set by the European Higher Education Area.
Initiatives such as the implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications
(October 2003), the OECD review of Higher Education in Ireland (August 2004) and
the establishment of a national steering group to oversee the implementation of the
Bologna process involving representatives from all the major stakeholders in Irish
education such as the universities, loTs, DIT, HETAC, NQAI, HEA and the Union of
Students of Ireland. These steps demonstrate Ireland’s commitment to a cohesive
system of education within the European dimension. Steps have also been put in place
to facilitate the access and progression of foreign students in Ireland and the policy of
promoting lifelong learning in Irish society.

A fundamental challenge within the Irish Education system is in relation to the
recognition and validation of learning regardless of its origins. This challenge is not
specific to Ireland but also globally, where employers and educational institutions are
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realising that they have to identify appropriate means of capturing a person’s
knowledge, skill and competence.
There has been a perception that within the Irish education system there has been an
over emphasis on memorising information and that assessments for the purposes of
awards have been over reliant on the reproduction of this memorised information. It is
debatable as to whether the results of these assessments are a true reflection of a
person’s knowledge, skill and competence. In the case of work-based learning and
informal / non-formal learners, they may have gained the learning by performing a
particular task but may not necessarily know the underlying theory of why it is that way.
However, it could be argued that they have a far better understanding of the subject in
question as they can give it a context.

T his is a challenge that the Irish education system faces. Policies have been drafted
prompted by European legislation in relation to learning. These policies are there to
protect the learner, the educational institution, the traditional student and the reputation
of education in Ireland. The policy shouldn’t been seen as an easier way for someone to
gain a qualification but a way of facilitating their access to education. A trend which is
currently emerging in Ireland in the context of education, and higher education more
specifically, is the recognition of the workplace for the need to have a dynamic
workforce. As a result of this, workplaces are increasingly looking at higher education
institutions with whom they can develop partnerships for specialist programmes which
can encapsulate and develop the learning of their workforce. The need to partner with
higher education institutions stems from the fact that qualifications are still the yard
stick by which peoples learning is recognised and measured.

This issue is also relevant within the European context of Higher Education, which on
the one hand focuses on the mobility of students, teachers and workers and on the other
considers the requirements of an appropriate European Qualification Framework to
meet the needs of the population. This will be discussed in more detail in subsequent
chapters.
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Conclusion
In summary, within the Irish context of education, the systems have to become more
dynamic and proactive in developing lifelong, life wide learners. Our prior advantage
within the European stage through favourable tax exemptions and tax breaks will not in
themselves sustain Ireland’s development on a global stage. The recent evidence of this
is the number of multinational corporations departing our shores for cheaper labour
costs in Eastern Europe and Asian countries. Therefore, in order to secure future
development and to sustain our economic growth we must capture peoples learning,
encourage future learning and more specifically identify those groups who, up to now
have been ignored by the educational systems. This issue will be discussed in more
detail in chapter 3.
This chapter has predominantly focused on the regulation and documentation from the
bodies that are proactively assessing the future needs of society and the workplace and
identifying where future opportunities and obstacles may arise. It is useful as a gauge
for the subsequent chapters in identifying whether the same level of acceptance is in
existence in all aspects of education and training in Ireland.
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Chapter 2 - National Framework
of Qualifications
Introduction
So far this research has discussed the educational environment which supports the
learner and the concept of assessment in general terms. When examining the area of
assessment of learning in informal, formal and non formal learning scenarios, it is
important to realise that they only occur due to the structures which support the
education and learning systems.

Within this context the national frameworks of qualifications are identified and
discussed. Currently, an international inclusive framework of qualifications does not
exist but there are similarities that exist between many of the national frameworks, the
European framework and globally.

This chapter aims to identify and discuss the similarities and differences that exist
between the frameworks. It will also discuss how the frameworks support all learners
and how in the case of European frameworks the link that exists with the ongoing
Bologna process. One of the other aims of this chapter is to investigate the existence of
Recognition of Prior Learning as part of qualification frameworks.

In order to gain a broader insight into national frameworks structure and content, the
research took the following countries (Australia, New Zealand, Scotland, and England,
Wales and Northern Ireland) and examined how they relate firstly to each other and
secondly to the Irish and European context. Australia and New Zealand were selected
due to the recognition of informal and non formal learning in their national frameworks
of qualifications. The frameworks of England, Wales and Northern Ireland and of
Scotland were chosen due to their geographic proximity and the significant interactions
between education systems in these countries and Ireland. It is of interest to compare
the Irish developments with those in these selected countries.
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National Frameworks of Qualification
The relevance and importance of a National Frameworks of Qualifications is that it
applies structures to the awarding of qualifications within countries which facilitates
ease of understanding of qualifications, the mobility of learners and makes
comparability easier. National Frameworks of Qualifications are a fairly recent
advancement in international Higher, Further and Vocational education and training.

Australia
The Australian Qualification framework, more commonly referred to as the AQF, is one
which is applicable to post-compulsory education in schools, vocational training and the
Higher Education sector. The purpose of the framework is twofold

1. To promote lifelong learning
2. To create a seamless and diverse education and training system
The framework was first implemented in 1995 with a five year full implementation
plan. So by the year 2000 it had been fully integrated into the Australian educational
system. The key objectives as identified by the Australian Qualifications framework
were as follows;

Provide nationally consistent recognition of outcomes achieved in post compulsory education.
Helping with developing flexible pathways which assist people to move easily between
education and training sectors and between those sector and the labour market by providing the
basis for RPL ( Recognition for Prior Learning ), including credit transfer and work and life
experiences.
Offer flexibility to suit the diversity of purpose of education and training
Encourage individuals to progress through the levels of education and training by improving
access to qualifications, clearly defining avenues for achievement and generally contributing to
lifelong learning.
Source: Australian Qualifications Framework

Therefore the Australian framework has created an environment where work based and
academic qualifications are part of the same system, maximising the flexibility in career
planning and continuous learning.
One of the fundamental objectives of the Australian system was to facilitate aceess to
formal qualifications that are based on, or include, prior learning which occurred outside
formal education systems and training systems.
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This was formalised in 2004 by the Australian Qualification Framework Advisory
Board who endorsed the national principles and operational guidelines for the
recognition of prior learning. These principles formalised Australia’s position on prior
learning which invariably tends to fall between informal and non formal learning.

The key principles and objectives of Australia in relation to RPL were set out as
follows;
The guidelines relate to all sectors applicable under the Australian Framework of
Qualifications. The RPL policy was set out so as to enable all Australians with informal
and non formal learning to have it contribute to a qualification.
A further objective of the policy was to provide diverse and inclusive paths to lifelong
learning. Though the policy aimed to be inclusive and dynamic it still was embedded
with quality, integrity and consistency goals between and within sectors. It was also
imperative that by providing the opportunity for people with prior informal / non formal
learning to gain recognition for this within formal programmes that it should in no way
undermine or jeopardise the good standing of the Australian qualifications.

Overall, it can be said that the Australian framework supports all forms of learning
regardless of its origins.

The structure of the Australian Qualifications Framework is concentrated on level
indicators as opposed to a numerical scale (Appendix A). In the Higher Education sector
accreditation relates to the following;
•

Doctoral Degree

•

Masters Degree

• Graduate Diploma
• Graduate Certificate
•

Bachelor Degree

• Associate Degree, Advanced Diploma
•

Diploma
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As outlined in the Australian Qualifications Framework the
“objectives and academic requirements of courses are set by higher education institutions having regard
for requirements set by peer review and the requirements of relevant professional bodies and employer
groups.” (Framework l)

In the event that the educational institution is not a university or self-accrediting then
they “must have their courses approved by government accreditation authorities through processes which
ensure that the courses are comparable in requirements and learning outcomes to a course at the same
level in a similar field at an Australian university.” (Framework 1)

Thus the structure of the Australian Framework of Qualifications is very much
embedded in the needs of society as a whole with consideration been given to the needs
of the workplace from the graduates of higher education institutions.

New Zealand
Another framework which was examined in this research was the New Zealand
qualifications framework. This qualifications authority of New Zealand has the task of
quality assuring secondary and tertiary qualifications and education providers. It also
has the responsibility of administering the New Zealand register of quality assured
qualifications and the national qualifications framework.
The National Qualifications Framework of New Zealand purposes the following;
•

To provide nationally recognised standards and qualifications

•

Recognition and credit for a wide range of knowledge and skills

The qualifications are nationally recognised and quality assured. The New Zealand
approach to the structuring of national qualifications is similar to that adopted by other
frameworks being examined. The numerical scale as adopted by the New Zealand
Framework of Qualifications is similar to that which we adopt in Ireland.

The New Zealand Qualifications framework was developed through a two year policy
development and public consultation process in 1990- 1991.
The framework was developed not only bearing the New Zealand education system in
mind but also a more international context. The initial reasons for developing the system
related to the international context in that they wanted to enable the citizens of New
Zealand to be more competitive in global markets, to encourage lifelong learning and to
increase the skill level of the labour force.
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There is a legislative background to all this development. In 1989 Education Act, the
New Zealand government made the provision for the national qualifications framework.
This legislation also included the provision of‘RPL’ as we more commonly know it.

Section 253 (l)c
“To develop a framework for national qualifications in secondary schools and in post- schools education
and training in which - All qualifications..... have a purpose and a relationship to each other that
students and the public can understand; and there is a flexible system for the gaining of qualifications,
with recognition of competency already achieved.” (Authority 3)

In addition to the above, the Industry Training Act of 1992 linked industry based
training and assessment to the qualification and standards registered on the National
Qualification framework. The National Qualifications framework was originally similar
to the Australian eight level system, however in 2001 the NQF was extended to ten
levels to enable greater distinction between postgraduate levels.

The concept of RPL is included in the National Qualification Framework in the form as
outlined below
“skill, knowledge, and understanding gained outside formal education or training can be recognised.
Recognition by assessment of prior learning (RPL), also known as recognition of current competence
(RCC), acknowledges the skills and knowledge gained outside formal learning; from unpaid or paid work
and experience: or from course or study undertaken.” (Authority 10)

Though this in part refers to RPL, no special or specific provision is made for RPL
within the New Zealand Qualifications Framework. It is instead seen as inherent of all
those who are engaged in learning under the New Zealand Framework, that all their
learning, formal, informal and non formal can contribute to the gaining of credits and
qualifications.
Within the New Zealand qualification framework, the overall framework consists of ten
levels and qualifications can be registered at each of these ten. Knowledge and skill
complexity are the determinants of the level on the framework and RPL can count
towards qualifications at each of these levels.
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Qualification

Level on NOF
at Levels 1 - 7 (the majority

National Certificates

registered at levels 1 - 4)

National Diplomas

at Levels 5-7

National Degrees and Postgraduate

at Levels 7-10

Source : The New Zealand National Qualification Framework, revised paper, NQF Project Team
2005

Diagrammatically, the framework can be demonstrated as follows, which clearly
indicates similarities with other frameworks of qualifications. This supports the
international mobility of learners and the comparison of qualifications regardless of
where they are gained.

10

Doctorates

9

Masters

8

Postgraduate Diplomas and Certificates , Bachelors with Honours

7

Bachelors Degrees , Graduate Diplomas

6
5

Diplomas

4
3
2

Certificates

1
Table 2.1 New Zealand Framework of Qualifications Source
rwww.kiwiquals.govt.nz/about/levels/index/html
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England, Wales and Northern Ireland
The framework for higher education qualifications in England, Wales and Northern
Ireland 2001 relate to qualifications awarded by universities and colleges and are based
at five levels. These five can be further broken down into three undergraduate and two
postgraduate awards. The numbering of the levels in the English, Welsh and Northern
Irish framework is different to that of their Scottish counterparts however there is
established equivalence and comparison between both.

1 Certificate

C Level

Certificates of Higher Education

2 Intermediate

I Level

Foundation degrees, ordinary (Bachelors) degrees.
Diplomas of Higher Education and other higher diplomas

3 Honours

H Level

Bachelors degrees with Honours, Graduate Certificates
and Graduate Diplomas

4 Masters

M Level

Masters Degrees, Postgraduate Certificates and
Postgraduate Diplomas

5 Doctoral

D

Doctorates

Table 2.2 England, Wales and Northern Ireland Framework of Qualifications
www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/FHEQ/EWNI/default.asp

Though the numerical scale is not identical in the English, Welsh and Northern Irish
framework to the Scottish framework, the initials used to denote the qualification are the
same (D, M and H).
The framework is a qualifications framework and is not a credit framework so it very
much concentrates on the outcomes of the qualification titles as opposed to the
associated credit. The purpose of the framework is not to specify the internal
organisation of a programme; this is let to the higher education institutions.
An additional body entrusted with an input in the operations of higher education in
England, Wales and Northern Ireland is the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority
(QCA). They have varying levels of input into;
•

regulating awarding bodies

•

regulating general qualifications, for example, GCSEs and A levels
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regulating vocational qualifications
regulating national curriculum assessments
monitoring standards over time
the qualifications market
the national qualifications framework.
The main tasks of the QCA are to;
•
•
•

«

“Develop a modem, world class curriculum that will inspire and challenge all learners and
prepare them for the future
Establish a coherent framework and set of qualifications that meet the needs of learners,
employers and higher education
Regulate awarding bodies, qualifications, examinations and national curriculum tests
effectively to ensure that they are fair, that standards are secure, and that QCA acts as the
public champion of the learner
Fund occupational standards, support learning at work and regularly review the suitability and
availability of qualifications, to ensure that the needs of learners, employers and the economy
are met.” (QCA)

In 2004, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education published its “guidelines
on the accreditation of prior learning”. In this document it outlined their stance on the
recognition of prior learning within the qualifications framework of England, Wales and
Northern Ireland. It specifically refers to the recognition of “knowledge, skills and
understanding” developed through learning opportunities found through unpaid and
paid work and through “individual activities and interests”. International and European
influence is very apparent in the approach adopted in the qualification framework
developed by the QAA. It also makes specific reference to the distinction between
learning and experience and more specifically that experience alone does not guarantee
learning. This is of fundamental importance and is placing the emphasis on learning
rather than on participation alone and informs that participation alone does not
substantiate learning.
The document also outlines 16 principles which address in more detail the approach
towards the recognition of prior learning by the qualification authority. These principles
are provided in Appendix B in more detail. One which the author feels is important to
point out is Principle 3 which states that “Prior experiential and/or certificated learning
that has been accredited by an HE provider should be clearly identified on student’s
transcripts. “ The QAA state it will be an issue for Higher Education providers to decide
on the “use of credit and how its accreditation of prior learning procedures and policies link to its
policies and regulations on admission and entry to a programme, the granting of advanced standing and
criteria for progression”. (QCA)
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The author believes that this also addresses the problem of dual recognition for learning
already accredited and prevents the problem of qualification shopping by learners. A
similar provision is mentioned in the Scottish Framework of Qualifications.

Scotland
The framework
The Scottish Qualification Framework was established in 2001 through a partnership
with the Scottish Qualification Authority, Quality Assurance Agency Scotland, Scottish
Executive and Universities Scotland.
The aim was to bring together all Scottish qualifications into a single unified framework
thus resulting in clearer understanding of the levels and credits associated with each
qualification.

The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework
SCQF

Qualifications of Higher Education Institutions

Levels
12

Doctorates

11

Masters
Post

graduate

Diploma

post graduate certificate

10

honours degrees

GRADUATE DIPLOMA

9

ORDINARY DEGREE
GRADUATE CERTIFICATE

8

DIPLOMA OF HIGHER
EDUCATION

7

CERTIFICATE OF
HIGHER EDUCATION

Table 2.3 Scottish Framework of Qualifications Source: www.scqf.org.uk
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As per the Scottish Qualification Framework (SCQF), the aim of the SCQF is to;
•
•

“assist people of all ages and circumstances to access appropriate education and training over
their lifetime to fulfil their personal, social and economic potential”.
“Enable employees, learners and the public in general to understand the full range of Scottish
qualifications, how they relate to each other and how different types of qualifications can
contribute to improving the skills of the workforce.” (SCQF)

The Scottish Qualification Framework is designed to provide ease of understanding of
the qualification framework and the relationship amongst the various levels. It is also
designed to aid in the transfer of people and qualifications across countries and courses.
Therefore, it takes the European dimension of the freedom of movement of people and
the Accumulation of Credits and Certification of Subjects (ACCS) model into
consideration.

The future focus of the Scottish Qualification Framework is very much centred on the
area of lifelong learning and facilitating the populations’ future development in this
area. As outlined in their strategic development plan 2007 - 2011, Scotland’s “social
and economic development is bound up with its learning and training provision “.
Therefore it is more than just ensuring that people engage in learning but to acquire the
skills that Scotland will need to sustain their economic development.

The means suggested to facilitate this development includes work based learning
programmes and recognition of infonnal and non formal learning.

Under the Scottish Qualification Framework strategic plan, there are three main
objectives
1.

Maintain the quality and integrity of the Scottish Qualification Framework

2.

Promote and develop the framework as a tool to support life long learning

3.

Develop and maintain relationship with other frameworks in the UK, Europe and
internationally.

The Scottish system has also a considerable policy and provision around the area of the
Recognition for Prior Learning.
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It defines RPL as
“All prior learning which has not previously been assessed or credit rated” (SCQF,
SCQF Handbook Volume 2 3). So this encompasses all forms of learning regardless of
where it is gained. It also addresses an issue which every qualification framework
should encompass regarding prior formal/ informal and non formal learning and that it a
process should be in place to avoid an individual using learning in multiple scenarios to
gain different qualifications without an enhancement of that learning.

The fundamental points of the Scottish approach to RPL are that;
•
•
•

“Recognition is given for learning and not for experience alone
Learning that is recognised should be transferable and not content specific
The credit that is gain through RPL has the same value as credit gained through formal
learning” (SCQF, SCQF Handbook Volume 2 3).

The Scottish Qualification Framework has developed extensive guidelines for
implementing RPL their educational programmes and institutions. It has
comprehensively addressed the key considerations which should be discussed if
seriously considering implementing the concept of RPL into a qualifications framework
and also to ensure that it is inclusive to all learners. The core principles that are
identified as being relevant to RPL are that it should be;
•

Learner - focused

• Accessible
•

Flexible

•

It should comply with the concepts of reliability, transparency and consistency

• There should be clarity of role definition
• Quality standards should be upheld
•

It should nurture collaboration to meet the needs of the learner

The guidelines on the recognition of prior learning separately address those who wish to
obtain recognition for formative purposes and for summative purposes. Thus it does not
require individuals to comply with a particular purpose or reason in using their informal
and non formal learning but considers the learners perspective and motivations. It
recognises that obtaining qualifications may not be the motivation for all learners and
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that personal and career development can be more of a motivation for some than that of
the obtaining of credit for prior learning in formal programmes.

Ireland - National Framework of Qualifications
It was through the Qualifications Education and Training Act 1999, that the three bodies
of NQAI, HETAC and FETAC were established. It was under the provisions of this act
that the National Framework of Qualifications for Ireland was also to be established. In
October 2003, the framework was launched and subsequently HETAC and FETAC
launched their systems of awards in 2004 and 2006 respectively.

The framework consists of ten levels, ranging from the very basic to the most advanced.
It encompasses awards from FETAC, secondary school level, HETAC, Dll’ and the
university sector in a fan type diagram. It specifies only the major awards of which there
are 16, however it did not initially indicate ‘special purpose’, ‘supplemental’ or ‘minor’
awards which are also possible under the qualifications act. As is evident from the
diagram FETAC make awards from level 1 - 6 and HETAC make awards at level 6 10.

KEY
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A

Fig 2.4 Irish Framework of Qualifications Source: National Framework of Qualifications
(www.nfq.ie/nfq/en/images/FanDec2006.ipg)
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The level of the award on the National Framework of Qualifications relates to nationally
agreed standards of knowledge, skill and competence. Under the framework these are
defined as follows;

Knowledge
“This is the form of learning outcome commonly identified with declarative knowledge. Declarative
knowledge is the cognitive representation of ideas, events or happenings. It
can be derived empirically from practical or professional experience as well as from formal instruction or
study. Such knowledge has meaning outside any specific context
of application or practice. It can comprise description, memory, understanding, thinking, analysis,
synthesis, debate and research. Any new knowledge is not simply added to the knowledge a learner has
before, but is conditioned by the nature, richness and structure of one’s previous knowledge and,
furthermore, serves to modify and restructure the latter, however partially.”
Know-how and Skill
“Skill is the goal-directed performance of a task in interaction with the environment. The exercise of a
skill is the performance of a task that in some way responds to or manipulates the physical, informational
or social environment of the person. Know-how underpins skill but is not identical to skill. Know-how, or
savoir faire, is the procedural knowledge required to carry out a task. Know-how may be accompanied, or
scaffolded, by declarative knowledge while a skill is being acquired but, unlike procedural knowledge,
this declarative knowledge is not an intrinsic part of the skill. Know-how may be measured directly or
implied from performance. Skill can only be measured by performance. “
Competence
“The practical application of knowledge and/or skill requires learning beyond their primary acquisition.
The unique characteristic of competence is the effective and creative
demonstration and deployment of knowledge and skill in human situations. Such situations could
comprise general social and civic ones, as well as specific occupational ones.
Competence draws on attitudes, emotions, values and sense of self-efficacy of the learner, as well as on
declarative and procedural knowledge. Competence refers to the
process of governing the application of knowledge to a set of tasks and is typically acquired by practice
and reflection.
Some aspects of performance in situations may depend on innate characteristics of an individual. In as
much as such performance is not learned it cannot be recognised as learning.
Competence also encompasses the extent to which the learner can acknowledge his/her limitations and
plan to transcend these through further learning. Moreover, while basic knowledge and skills can be
described more or less independent of context, for the
description of competence it is essential to make explicit the range of contexts in which the learner can
demonstrate their competence. Competence outcomes can thus be stated in the form, "In a specified range
of circumstances, a learner will be able to...".
Source: NQAI; Policies and Criteria for the establishment of the national framework of qualifications,
document 2003/3 Published: October 2003

In relation to the higher edueation awards, knowledge, skills and eompetenee are
speeified in the level indicators of awards. The level indicators for the Higher
Certificate, Bachelor Degree and Honours Bachelor Degree are detailed below to
demonstrate how they are specified. On the National Framework of Qualifications all
levels (1- 10) are detailed in this way. This format is very much in keeping with the
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Dublin Descriptors as agreed by the EHEA to facilitate comparison, access and
progression across Europe.

Higher Certificate Level 6
The knowledge, skill and competence acquired are relevant to personal development, participation in
society and community, employment.
Knowledge - Specialised knowledge of a broad area. Some theoretical concepts and abstract thinking,
with significant underpinning theory
Know-how and skill - Demonstrate comprehensive range of specialised skills and tools. Formulate
responses to well-defined abstract problems
Competence - Act in a range of varied and specific contexts, taking responsibility for the nature and
quality of outputs; identify and apply skill and knowledge to a wide variety of contexts. Exercise
substantial personal autonomy and often take responsibility for the work of others and/or for the
allocation of resources. Form, and function within, multiple, complex and heterogeneous groups
Competence - Take initiative to identify and address learning needs and interact effectively in a learning
group. Express an internalised, personal world view, reflecting engagement with others.
Bachelor Degree Level 7
The knowledge, skill and competence acquired are relevant to personal development, participation in
society and community, employment, and access to additional education and training.
Knowledge - Specialised knowledge across a variety of areas. Recognition of limitations of current
knowledge and familiarity with sources of new knowledge; integration of concepts across a variety of
areas.
Know-how and skill - Demonstrate specialised technical, creative or conceptual skills and tools across an
area of study. Exercise appropriate judgement in planning, design, technical and/or supervisory functions
related to products, services, operations or processes
Cotnpetence - Utilise diagnostic and creative skills in a range of functions in a wide variety of contexts.
Accept accountability for determining and achieving personal and/or group outcomes; take significant or
supervisory responsibility for the work of others in defined areas of work. Take initiative to identify and
address learning needs and interact effectively in a learning group. Express an internalised, personal
world view, manifesting solidarity with others.
Bachelor Degree Honours Level 8
The knowledge, skill and competence acquired are relevant to personal development, participation in
society and community, employment, and access to additional education and training.
Knowledge - An understanding of the theory, concepts and methods pertaining to a field (or fields) of
learning. Detailed knowledge and understanding in one or more specialised areas, some of it at the current
boundaries of the field(s)
Know-how and skill - Demonstrate mastery of a complex and specialised area of skills and tools; use and
modify advanced skills and tools to conduct closely guided research, professional or advanced technical
activity. Exercise appropriate judgement in a number of complex planning, design, technical and/or
management functions related to products, services, operations or processes, including resourcing.
Competence - Use advanced skills to conduct research, or advanced technical or professional activity,
accepting accountability for all related decision making; transfer and apply diagnostic and creative skills
in a range of contexts. Act effectively under guidance in a peer relationship with qualified practitioners;
lead multiple, complex and heterogeneous groups. Learn to act in variable and unfamiliar learning
contexts; learn to manage learning tasks independently, professionally and ethically. Express a
comprehensive, internalised, personal world view manifesting solidarity with others.
Source: NQAI; National Framework of Qualifications; Grid of Level Indicators
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The level indicators are useful in the assessment of learning as they set out the
expectation on the learners with regard to the knowledge, skill and competence that
must be demonstrated at each level. It is also evident to the learners as they move up
through the framework how their knowledge, skill and competence must increase and
develop. They also indicate to the academic staff and assessors the level to which a
programme is to be delivered and assessed. In relation to the development of new
programmes of study, it is useful to have the standards in place which must be attained.
It is relatively easy to identify if a programme is targeted appropriately by viewing the
requirements of the learners in the learning outcomes and the content of the programme.
The use of the level descriptors ensures consistency of practice amongst all Higher
Education providers in the level of awards they are promoting. These practices
underpin the purpose of having a National Framework of Qualifications.

The Irish framework is dually constructed with level indicators and numbers. The
structure enables the European and international comparison between qualifications
achieved either in Ireland or abroad. The use of the level indicators is very similar to
that adopted in the Australian Qualification Framework which concentrates more on the
descriptors rather than on a numerical scale.

The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland is a statutory independent body and
was established through the Qualifications (Education and Training ) Act 1999 . It has
responsibility for developing and maintaining the NFQ.
The National Framework of Qualifications, the NFQ was proposed through the
Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 and launched in 2003. It is a system
of ten levels that incorporates awards made for all kinds of learning, wherever it is
gained. It also provides a means of comparing and contrasting national and
international education and training qualifications. It helps learners to plan their
education and training and employers to identify the qualifications they require.
As stated previously school, further education (FETAC awards) and higher education
(HETAC awards), DIT and university awards are all included on the framework. For
instance, the Junior Certificate is at Level 3, apprenticeship qualifications are at Level 6,
the Honours Bachelor Degree is at Level 8, the Doctoral Degree is at Level 10.
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The NFQ has introduced new qualifications to the Irish education and training system,
such as the Advanced Certificate at Level 6 and the Ordinary Bachelor Degree at Level
7. It has significant impact on further education through the development of Levels 1 -6
qualifications which provide opportunities for learners in acquiring further education
and training awards appropriate to their needs.
Apart from these major qualifications, the NFQ also recognises individual modules and
short courses through minor awards, supplemental awards and special purpose awards.
In more recent years, the National Framework of Qualifications, in conjunction with the
NQAI, HETAC and FETAC has been successful in creating an educational framework
which will be inclusive to all learners. By the establishment of Qualifications
Recognition-Ireland through the NQAI, a national service exists to facilitate the
recognition of international awards here and to establish equivalence. The NQAI is
linked to ENIC/NAIRC on a European scale (European National Information
Centre/National Academic Recognition Information Centre) and NRP (National
Reference Point) who are responsible for the recognition of international qualifications
in Europe and further afield.
It also provides for the inclusion of the recognition of informal and non formal learning
into the Irish National Framework of Qualifications that enhances the accessibility of
education and training to all.

With regard to the recognition of informal and non formal learning in the Irish system
of Higher and Further education, HETAC and FETAC have produced draft guidelines
and the NQAI has conducted extensive research into the practice of RNFIL(recognition
of informal and non formal learning )in Ireland. HETAC implemented a draft policy on
the recognition of prior learning in 2005. This outlined draft guidelines for Higher
Education providers with regard to RPL. They are currently revising their guidelines on
RPL due to learning outcomes now being viewed as the minimum standards of
knowledge, skill and competence. The previous guideline required that learners show
that they have at least 50% of the learning outcomes acquired through prior learning. If
the learning outcomes are now minimum standards then the learner will have to show
that they have 100% of the learning outcomes but at a basic level.
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In late 2004 the NQAI, FETAC and HETAC as well as relevant stakeholders set up an
advisory group to look at the provision for RPL policy and procedures. It was through
this advisory group that FETAC devised their policy on RPL in 2005. As outlined in
their publication on “RPL policy and draft guidelines”, they see the objective of
FETAC’s RPL policy as the following;
“to facilitate access, transfer and progression of learners through the recognition of prior learning within
the national framework of qualifications. FETAC promotes the recognition of prior learning through
quality assured providers in relation to entry, credit, exemptions and access to awards.” (FETAC 6)

FETAC conducted a pilot to “assess and evaluate the implementation of RPL” into their
activities. In the process of the pilot 50 learners achieved FETAC awards based on their
prior learning, and some providers put the relevant policies and procedures in place to
facilitate RPL. A main conclusion which FETAC drew from the pilot was that in order
for an RPL provision to be widely available providers and funding agencies would have
to build capacity to have the relevant resources available.
In July 2007, the NQAI published their Country Background Report on ‘Activity on
Recognition of Non-Formal and Informal Learning’. The purpose and scope of the
report as outlined by the NQAI was to “document and review the current scenario with
regard to the recognition of prior informal and non-formal learning insofar as it relates
to qualifications.” (NQAI ii)
The report comprehensively outlined an analysis of Ireland and the recognition of
informal and non formal learning. The contextual factors, institutional and technical
arrangements as well as stakeholder behaviour were all outlined in the report. The
predominant reasons for the growth in RPL activity in Ireland since the early 1990’s
were outlined as follows in the report.
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

“ the recognition of the importance of lifelong learning and demands to develop alternative
routes into education and training, alternative routes to qualifications and more flexibility for
adult learners.
promotion of equity of access and participation in higher education, in particular and the need
to provide alternative entry routes and pathways to programmes and qualifications.
the introduction of statutory regulation concerning qualifications required for the workplace
and continuing professional development needs.
changing demographic factors which put pressure on most higher education institutions to
broaden their learner profile.
the availability of funding for RPL activities
availability of information and guidance to adults to enable them return to education and
training by identifying appropriate education and training programmes. “ (NQAI 18)
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Under the report the NQAI traced the emergence of RPL and lifelong learning in Ireland
to a report by McGrath 2002. In it he traced the development of RPL to the
“government committee report on Adult Education of 1973, that within the context of
developing programmes, there should be a facility to recognise prior work-based
learning.” (NQAI 18)

As the report outlines, it was the White Paper on Adult Education, Learning for Life
(2000) that the “question of accreditation of prior learning and work-based learning”
(NQAI 19) emerged. In the report the issues of accreditation, assessment and learner
guidance emerged. The report also outlines the “National Principles and Guidelines for
RPL, 2005”. As previously mentioned these guidelines emerged through discussion of
HETAC, FETAC and the NQAI in 2004. The guidelines and operations are outlined in
detail in Appendix C.
The report by the NQAI on Irelands “current activity on recognition of Informal and
Non Formal learning” identified several factors common to both Higher and Further
Education and Training that inhibited the development and full integration of RPL into
the main scheme activities of education and training. These are outlined in Appendix D.
Overall, there appears to be a dual system of implementation in Ireland with a few
Higher Education institutions having extensive experience and policy in place to
support informal and non formal learners. As outlined by the NQAI in their report, those
under the remit of HETAC have started to implement RPL policy drawing from that
devised by HETAC. In relation to the university sector, RPL implementation appears to
be limited and “generally not regarded as a core activity” (NQAI 27 ). DIT as outlined
by the NQAI report has “an institutional approach to RPL in operation” (NQAI 28).

It is the author’s opinion that the contributing factors of funding and overall awareness
of the possibilities of the Recognition of Prior Learning are huge influencers in how
RPL has developed in Ireland over the past decade. These factors coupled with trainers
and educators reluctance to accept RPL as a valid, reliable and authentic source of
learning have made the development that much slower. It has only been in the past two
years that an increased awareness of the area of RPL has occurred which has been
largely driven by funding cut backs, falling numbers in certain disciplines, policy
development, increased mature student participation and the HEA Strategic Innovation
Fund (SIF) initiative.
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The Strategic Innovation Fund, HEA funded project, ‘Education in Employment’,
which comprises of four strands, including one on RJPE coincides with this
development. The partnership of seven Institutes of Technology and two universities is
a stepping stone to establishing a national approach to the formal recognition of
informal and non formal learning within academic programmes. It also assists in driving
the development of recognising learning regardless of its origins amongst other
providers nationally.

As a follow on report from the one devised by the NQAI, an expert panel from the
OECD visited Ireland in February 2008 to gauge their own insight into national activity
on the recognition of informal and non formal learning. All national education, training
and employer bodies were invited to participate in the fact finding sessions by the
NQAI. This provided an opportunity to gain a greater insight into the recognition of
prior learning provision in Ireland as seen by the relevant stakeholders. Those that
participated in the information gathering sessions included the Institutes of Technology ,
DIT, the University sector, Irish Congress of Trade Unions, fAs, IBEC, HETAC,
FETAC , the HEA and the Vocational Education Committees. The diversity of the
participants created variations in the findings of the OECD expert panel.

The expert panel reported that awareness and demand amongst employers, workers and
the general public was low and relayed the message from several organisations who
stated that there “is no point in raising awareness, as long as RPL is not available on any
significant scale” (Harold, Taguma and Hagens 50). As outlined by the expert panel,
one of the inhibitors of the development of RPL is the availability of funding. In relation
to the findings of the expert panel of practice within higher and further education
colleges, it is evident that there is variations in practice between different colleges,
universities and vocational education providers. There is also some evidence of specific
programmes being developed for workplaces incorporating workbased learning and the
recognition of informal and non formal learning.
In the experience of the author, there are pockets of demand in the area of RPL and the
recognition of informal and non formal learning from both learners and employers. The
primary research findings in chapter 7 re-inforces this viewpoint. The issue of funding
still arises but in the experience of the author the Higher Education Authority and
employers are increasingly investing in the area of the recognition of informal and non
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formal learning. However, there is still significant work to be done for it to be fully
integrated into the education and training systems in Ireland.

In the opinion of the expert OECD panel the way forward for the recognition of
informal and non formal learning in Ireland is to ;
•

Address the issue of national policy development in relation to RPL; the
recommendation is to mainstream it into “all existing educational policies, wherever
relevant” (Harold, Taguma and Hagens 64)

•

The second strategic recommendation relates to the target audience for the RPL
provision. It was felt that it should be targeted to as broad a cohort as possible.
However, it was highlighted by the expert panel that the focus should also be on the
low-skilled, unemployed, immigrants and older people. It was felt by the expert
panel that they were a population who could benefit from RPL.

•

The third strategic recommendation relates to the issue of funding and how this
could be best applied to facilitate the development of RPL in Ireland. As highlighted
by the expert panel, RPL is predominantly funded by the government. It was felt that
instead of the funding being applied broadly to all learners that it should focus firstly
on the groups identified in most need of skill development. These are specified in
the previous point. Employers and workers would be less of a priority and it was
strongly felt that they are able to pay for the service without the need for external
funding.

•

The final strategic point raised by the expert panel relates to the stimulation of
demand and supply of an RPL service. Investigating the various delivery methods
available within education and training were seen as a gateway to stimulating
demand for RPL.

There is considerable evidence to suggest that these strategic points have already been
realised by some education and training providers in Ireland through the strategic
innovation fund LIE project. However, there is a significant work to be done to integrate
it into all programmes, at all levels, in all education and training institutions and
providers. In the case of Cork Institute of Technology, an institute wide policy exists
which stems from the policy initially established by NCEA. RPL has successfully been
used within the college to facilitate access and progression for a wide variety of
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learners. Specific attention has been given to social groups, who have been up until now
neglected by the education and training systems in Ireland. RPL activity has been
mainstreamed within the higher education institution . The college has also fostered
partnerships with companies interested in the up-skilling of their workforce and have
used the RPL model where possible within formal programmes.

Luropean Perspective
As outlined in chapter 1, Ireland’s legislation and approach to the recognition of
informal and non formal learning is very much driven from the European perspective.
The development of the European Higher Education Area has contributed significantly
to the direction of Higher Education in Ireland. Chapter 1 discussed the integration of
the European dimension of Higher Education under the Bologna and subsequent
processes and also the development of the ‘Dublin Descriptors’ which influence the
level descriptors of awards. In November 2006, the NQAI published its final report on
the ‘Verification of Compatibility of Irish National Framework of Qualifications with
the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area’. As set out in
the report, the premise behind the Framework of Qualifications of the European Higher
Education Area is to address the following;
•
•
•

“International transparency
International recognition of qualifications
International mobility of learners and graduates”. (NQAI, Verification of Compatibility of
Irish NFQ with the Framework for qualifications of the European Higher Education Area 5)

The criteria as set out to evaluate the National Framework of Qualifications
compatibility with the Framework for the European Higher Education Area were set out
in a report to Ministers in Bergen in 2005.
The criteria as set out in the NQAI report outline the criteria as follows;
•

•
•
•
•

•

“The national framework for higher education qualifications are the body or bodies responsible
for its development are designated by the national ministry with responsibility for higher
education
There is a clear and demonstrable link between the qualifications in the national framework
and the cycle qualification descriptors of the European framework.
The national framework and its qualifications are demonstrably based on learning outcomes
and the qualifications are linked to ECTS or ECTS compatible credits
The procedures for inclusion of qualifications in t he national framework are transparent
The national quality assurance system for higher education refer to the national framework of
qualifications and are consistent with the Berlin Communique agreed by ministers in the
Bologna process
The national framework, and any alignment with the European framework, is referenced in all
Diploma supplements
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•

The responsibilities of the domestic parties to the national framework are clearly determined
and published.” (NQAI, Verification of Compatibility of Irish NFQ with the Framework for
qualifications of the European Higher Education Area 7)

•

Appendix E contains the response of the NQAI, to the criteria as set out in Bergen, in
how the Irish Framework of Qualifications has addressed each of the requirements. A
summary of the findings were that
“The Irish Higher Certificate is an intermediate qualification with the Bologna first cycle.
The Irish Ordinary Bachelor Degree is compatible with completion of the Bologna first cycle
descriptor. However, holders of Irish Ordinary Bachelor Degrees and their equivalent former
awards do not generally immediately access programmes leading to second cycle awards.
The Irish Honours Bachelor Degree is compatible with completion of the Bologna first cycle.
The Irish Higher Diploma is a qualification at the same level as completion of the first cycle,
and is a qualification typically attained in a different field of learning than an initial first cycle
award.
The Irish Masters Degree is compatible with completion of the Bologna second cycle.
The Irish Post-Graduate Diploma is an intermediate qualification within the Bologna second
cycle.
The Irish Doctoral Degree is compatible with completion of the Bologna third cycle. “ (NQAI,
Verification of Compatibility of Irish NFQ with the Framework for qualifications of the
European Higher Education Area 18)

The report also outlines a comparison of the EHEA Dublin descriptors to the “Irish
award-type descriptor”; these are outlined in full in Appendix F.
The EHEA and the European Qualification Framework (EQF) are integral elements of
the common European education and training system.

As outlined by the European Commission,
“The EQF will relate different countries' national qualifications systems to a common European reference
framework. Individuals and employers will be able to use the EQF to better understand and compare the
qualifications levels of different countries and different education and training systems. The EQF was
adopted by the European Parliament and Council on 23 April 2008.
The EQF encourages countries to relate their qualifications systems or frameworks to the EQF by 2010
and to ensure that all new qualifications issued from 2012 carry a reference to the appropriate EQF level.
The core of the EQF are eight reference levels describing what a learner knows, understands and is able to
do - 'learning outcomes'. Levels of national qualifications will be placed at one of the central reference
levels, ranging from basic (Level 1) to advanced (Level 8). It will therefore enable much easier
comparison between national qualifications and should also mean that people do not have to repeat
learning if they move to another country.
The EQF applies to all types of education, training and qualifications, from school education to academic,
professional and vocational. The system shifts the focus from the traditional approach which emphasises
'learning inputs' such as the length of a learning experience, or type of institution. It also encourages
lifelong learning by promoting the validation of non-formal and informal learning.” (Training)

The EHEA is the objective of the Bologna process, whereby a more cohesive system of
education and training is developed at a European level.
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Summary / Conclusion
This chapter has analysed the similarities and difference in how the Recognition of Prior
Learning is integrated into the systems of education and training and how much
informal/ non formal learning is at the core of education frameworks nationally and
internationally.
It is evident from the chapter that there are significant correlations between approaches
adopted in the National Frameworks of Qualifications internationally, especially with
regard to the concept of lifelong learning and recognition of prior learning.
The approach adopted by the National Frameworks of Qualifications internationally is
focused on the skill needs of learners and the workplace requirements for the future and
putting the relevant policy steps in place so that they can realistically be accomplished.
It is the opinion of the author that there are significant efforts being made at a legislative
and policy level in relation to the recognition of informal and non formal learning and
the creation of a knowledge and learning society. Investments have been made at the
Irish national level for the research, review and planning stages of the recognition of
learning regardless of its origins. Initiatives have been launched to encourage education
and training providers to buy into the idea of facilitating a non traditional learner’s
access and progression through the Irish education and training systems. Extensive
reports have been written by the NQAI, HETAC, FETAC and the OECD on Ireland’s
approach to the recognition of prior learning. It is evident from the findings that gaps
and discrepancies in practice do exist but a commitment exists to ensure that Ireland is
dedicated to the achievement of the EHEA as set out in the Bologna process and
subsequent communiques.
The question is whether we as a nation have over focused on the policy level without
focusing on the practicalities of necessary support and implementation. The report from
the OECD on the activity on recognition of non-formal and informal learning highlights
this issue. Chapter 7 of this thesis also sets out to gain an insight into current practice
with regard to the recognition of informal and non formal learning in higher education
and the workplace.
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Chapter 3 Learning Continuum
and Work-Based Learning
-

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the concepts of informal, non formal and
formal learning along the continuum of learning. It aims to examine the approaches
taken by others in relation to this and also the approach of the author. As the purpose of
this research is to examine the assessment of non-formal and informal learning, to
identify appropriate methodology and instruments it is imperative to define at the outset
what learning to which we are referring.

The research is not focusing on all forms of learning but on that which occurs in a non
formal/ informal way. It will be necessary to define all the different forms of learning in
order to identify the forms to which the author is ones which the author is referring.

The chapter also investigates the concept of work-based learning and the work of Boud
who has written extensively in the area. Work-based learning is closely related to the
idea of informal and non-formal learning as this is the form learning predominantly
takes in the workplace.

Informal learning definitions on the continuum from informal to formal learning

As outlined in the introduction, this chapter aims to look at the concepts of informal,
non formal and formal learning to firstly distinguish what they mean but also their
relevance to this research and further application into education and society.

Traditionally in Ireland, the merit of a person’s learning was only measured in formal
terms. The over riding dependence on qualifications and certification for measuring a
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persons abilities and worth became the norm. This is reflected in the information sought
by transfer into educational institutions, professional bodies and employment, whereby
a significant part of the application was the process of outlining the formal learning
which a person had gained. This approach isn’t unique to Ireland but is a global
approach to appraising a person’s skills and knowledge. There are exceptions to this
depending on the occupation of the person but invariably this can be said to be the
approach most widely applied internationally.

The question isn’t essentially about whether this has been the incorrect way to approach
the process but if we, as a society, have been ignoring certain learning which warrants
the same recognition as formal qualifications and learning.

There are several approaches one can take when examining the concepts of informal,
non formal and formal learning. D.W Livingstone approached the concepts from the
idea of teacher control and involvement. In relation to formal learning he maintained
that
“when a teacher has the authority to determine that people designated as requiring knowledge, effectively
learn a curriculum taken from a pre-established body of knowledge, the form of learning is formal
education’', “When learners opt to acquire further knowledge or skill by studying voluntarily with a
teacher who assists their self-determined interests by using an organised curriculum , this is non-formal
education” and in the case of informal education this occurs when “teachers or mentors take responsibility
for instructing others without sustained reference to an intentionally organised body of knowledge in
more incidental and spontaneous learning situations, such as guiding them in acquiring job skills or in
community development activities” (Livingstone 2).

Basic Types of Learning
Primary Agency
Learner(s)
Non-Formal Education

Formal Schooling

established

Further Education

Elders’ teaching

Situational

Self-directed Learning

Informal Education

Collective Learning

Informal Training

PreKnowledge

Teacher(s)

Structure

Fig 3.1 Source: Livingstone, D.W; Adults’ Informal learning: definitions, findings, gaps and research,
NALL (The research Network on New Approaches to Lifelong Learning) Working Paper #21 -2001 3
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When examining the concept of the learning continuum from the informal to formal,
there are many authors who have visually depicted the differences between the different
forms of learning also incorporating the middle ground of non formal learning.

In the case of CEDEFOP they define the continuum along the nature of learning; more
specifically the intention and structure of the learning. This is indicated in diagrammatic
format below;

Nature of Learning; intention and structure
Structure of the
context
Planned learning
activities
Planned activities

Intention to Learn
Learning is nonLearning is Intentional
intentional
Formal
learning
Non-formal
Learning (or
contextual
learning)

No Planning

Informal Learning

Fig 3.2 Nature of Learning; intention and structure Source: (Colardyn and Bjornavold 22)

Research was conducted by SEEQUEL (Sustainable Environment for the Evolution of
Quality in E-Learning), a project which originates from the joint initiative of the eleaming industry group (eLlG) and a number of European expert organisations and
associations at all levels of education and training. These are co-ordinated by the
MENON network which is a European research and innovation network active at
national, European and international level on issues relating to innovation and changes
in education and training. They approached the three concepts by trying to identify how
working together would be beneficial and they visually depicted the continuum as
follows;

50

Continuum of Learning
Informal

Non Formal

Tactic Knowledge Base

Formal

Explicit Knowledge

Base

Non Documented

Documented

Unstructured

Structured

Accidental

Intentional

Inductive

Deductive

Active

Passive

Intrinsic

Extrinsic

Spontaneous

Planned

Self-Evaluation

Etero Evaluation

Not Formalised

Agreed Recognition

Recognition and Credit

^

System and Credit

Transfer System

Transfer

Fig 3.3 The continuum of Learning Source: (SEEQUEL)

The diagram, as set out in the Seequel Quality report 2004, gives very definite
characteristics to the learning from the informal to the formal. However in practice there
may be blurring of lines and boundaries, so when examining the characteristics of
informal and non formal learning, those engaging in it may not be fully aware of the
extent of their learning. Regardless of the definitional characteristics adopted the
underlying learning concepts are as follows;
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Informal - The learning isn’t planned, however activities are undertaken which result in,
in-depth learning about a particular topic. The learning which results is also not defined
along particular theories but more according to the requirements of the job. Therefore, it
could be said to be competence based as opposed to outcome based as in formal
learning.

Non Formal- This refers to learning which has occurred in a planned but adaptable way.
The learning is mediated, however the reason for taking on the learning is entirely
intrinsic to the learner. So an example of this may be learning from a continuing
education programme in a local community school.

Formal - This learning takes place in a very structured environment, its purpose is
known from the outset by the learner and the higher education institution where the
learning takes place. Pre-defmed outcomes become the basis of the learning and
assessment. The recognition of this form of learning and the methodologies associated
with it are well documented and applied. Even in relation to internationally acquired
formal learning, systems have been established to facilitate direct comparison of levels
of educational programmes (NAIRC) so as to facilitate transfer to other educational
programmes.

Work-based learning

As discussed in chapter 1, the National Centre for Partnership Progression identified the
strategies which Ireland will require, to maintain its prosperity and competitiveness for
the future. In the reports of 2005 and 2007, it highlighted the requirements that Ireland
become a knowledge economy with an emphasis being placed on up-skilling and work
force flexibility.

The workplace is being predominantly seen as a valid learning forum with the emphasis
on lifelong, life wide learning. Informal and non formal learning are primarily linked to
work place learning, in the sense that it is through learning by doing that the knowledge,
skill and competence is acquired. As defined by Garnett (1997) “work-based learning is
learning at higher education level derived from undertaking paid or unpaid work” (Gray
7). Gray also outlined that work-based learning is a “mechanism for learning” (Gray 7).
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The emphasis of work based learning is that it contributes in some way to the
knowledge of the learner. As Gray states work-based learning is learning “ at work or
for work” (Gray 4).

Those on work-placement or work experience can thus classify any knowledge, skill
and competence that they acquire to work based learning. Knight and Yorke display the
“activities contributing to work-related and work-based learning” in Fig 3.4. As stated
by Knight and Yorke figure 3.4
“shows some of the conceptual distinctions we find it helpful to make. It indicates that different learning
intentions (that learning happens in, through or for the workplace) and modes (informal, non-formal and
formal) imply different workplace learning practices and , by extension, different approaches to
assessment. Formative assessment, would be particularly appropriate for informal leanring through the
workplace. Summative assessments, of the sort needed when work-based learning is assessed in order to
certify achievement or competence , go more easily with formal learning in or for the workplace.
“(Knight and York 118)

Work-based
learning

Learning Informal
Intentions learning
tend to be
tactit
Nonformal
learning

Learning through
the workplace
Placement

Learning in
the workplace

Learning for the
workplace

Placement and
general reflection

Placemement and
general reflection

Rich learning
environments
provide
opportunities to
develop complex
achievements
valued by
employers

Placement and
directed reflection

Learning Formal
intentions learning
tend to be
explicit
and
precise

Work- related
Teaming

Agreed learning
outcomes with
matched workplace
experiences and
tuition

Placment and
directed reflection

Agreed learning
outcomes with
matched workplace
experiences and
tuition

Acquiring
information,
forming
understandings.
learning and honing
practices,
developing selfawareness

Fig 3.4 Activities contributing to work-related and work-based learning (Knight and York 119)
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Figure 3.4 also underpins the concept of work-based learning as expressed by Gray and
as stated above. One of the central emphasises of work-based learning is that of
reflection. Authors such as Gray and Knight and Yorke included the importance of, or
the pivitol role, which reflection plays for one who is acquiring knowledge, skill and
competence in and for the workplace. Raelin highlighted the fundamental differences
as he saw, between work-based and classroom learning. He expressed them as the
following;
•

•

•

“work-based learning is centred around reflection on work practices; it is not merely a question
of aquiring knowledge and a set of technical skills (though these can be important), but a case
of reviewing and learning from experience;
Work-based learning views learning as arising from action and problem-solving within a
working environment... Work-based learning also sees the creation of knowledge as a shared
and collective activity, one in which people discuss ideas and share problems and solutions.
Finally, work-based learning requires not only the acquisition of new knowledge but the
acquisition of meta-competence- learning to learn.” (Gray 5)

The concept of work-based learning as outlined by Raelin and Gray support the
European Area of Higher Education and the National Qualifications Authority of
Ireland’s vision of a knowledge economy and the Teaming organisation’ who will
contribute to its future development.

In Ireland there is an increased focus on the value of work-based learning. Higher
Education institutions are increasingly working in partnership with industry to identify
the specific needs of their work force. Industry is recognising the long term benefits in
investing in their workforce and up-skilling their employees. In the author’s opinion it is
also a highly motivating factor for the work force to see the learning and activities
which they undertake in the work place contribute to a formal qualification. Another
significant development is the location and delivery of the training. Higher Education
Instittuions are increasingly willing to conduct part or all of the education process
within the workplace. This marks a significant deviation from the traditional approach
of Higher Education and Training.

The quality systems and requirements of Higher Education programmes are still
stringently adhered to. The assessment methods used to evaluate work-based learning
are also subject to the same standards of reliability, validity and authenticity which are
applicable to traditional assessment methods. There are limited numbers of these types
of assessment methods. In relation to the function of assessment, formative or
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summative and which is most suitable for work-based learning, considerable debate
exists. In the author’s own experience, work-based learning programmes do exist with a
very definite summative assessment function. These programmes and findings are
outlined in chapter 7 of this thesis. In regard to the type of assessment method most
suitable, chapter 4 discusses this aspect in more detail.

In relation to the learning continuum and work based learning Bond outlined what he
referred to as “sustainable assessment” (Bond and Falehikov 1). This is “preparation for
future learning and assessment which is incorporated into assessment practices at all
levels” (Bond and Palchikov 7). This was re-inforced in his view that “considers
teaching, learning and assessment as a whole and rejects treating assessment as separate
from the processes of learning” (Bond and Palchikov 7).
The relevance of Bonds ideas of assessment and life long learning also has relevance
within work-based learning. In the case of work-based learning the activity of the
worker/leamer cannot be clearly distinguished into action, reflection, review, revision
and action. It is the totality of the unconscious efforts of the worker which work-based
learning aims to identify and capture.
The NQAl in its report on the ‘Recogntion of Informal and Non Formal Learning’,
highlight the relevance and importance of work-based learning. In its report it relates to
specific examples of programmes developed in partnership with the workplace. They
state that
“in work-related cases, the RPL process is used to ascertain the kind of learning needed by individuals or
groups to bridge the gap between their existing learning achievements and those required in the
workplace” (NQAl 43).

The subsequent report by the OECD expert panel on the ‘Recognition of Informal and
Non Formal Learning in Ireland’2008, highlighted professions and industries such as
construction, nursing, manufacturing and early childhood care and education as areas
where work-based learning has been key to acquiring a qualification.
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Conclusion
The aim of this chapter was to comprehensively discuss the learning continuum from
informal to non formal and subsequently formal learning. The distinctions were
highlighted between the three different forms of learning and a greater insight obtained
as to their relevance in education and training. The chapter also focused on the area of
work-based learning. Learning obtained through work has been determined by the
profession of the individual. In the case of trade professions, care and community based
professionals it is only through learning by doing that the learner gets a true sense of
their duties. In the case of the latter two professions, traditionally they were professions
which didn’t have higher and further education options available to them. In recent
times, programmes have been developed to aid in the professionalisation of those roles.
The available programmes are now becoming the basic requirement of those working in
the sectors.

A difficultly arises for those who have substantial work based informal and non fonnal
learning but have no formal qualification. As the basic requirements of job applications
can be formal qualifications, those with the substantial experience are automatically
being excluded from selection. Consideration is not being extended to the wealth of
knowledge and experience that they possess.
This chapter clearly outlined the distinctions that exist between the different forms of
learning. It explored the concept of work-based learning. As the author established,
there is an increasing interest in the validity of work-based learning within formal
education and training programmes. As outlined in chapters 1 and 2, this position is also
complemented and supported by policy changes at a national, European and
international level. Chapter 7, through the primary research phase, outlines how this
transformation exists in the education and training programmes currently in operation.

In conclusion, the author believes that in order for a more complete acceptance of
informal and non formal learning within formal learning programmes, greater
awareness of its validity needs to be created with education and training providers. This
chapter identified the current thinking in relation to the learning continuum and work
based learning. There is a significant volume of literature and thinking on the subject at
a theoretical level. The ultimate task is to take the concept from its current standing and
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embed it in formal education and training. In the author’s opinion this final stage will be
the most challenging as it will require more people and disciplines to accept that there
are other valid ways of learning a task without academic guidance.
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Chapter 4 - Assessment
Introduction
This chapter outlines the concept of assessment in general terms and discusses the
purposes of assessment as it has been traditionally used.
The focus of assessment within academia has very much centred on formal learning.
More recently there has been an increasing emphasis on the recognition and assessment
of informal and non formal learning. The suggested methods of recognising and
assessing informal and non formal learning are outlined in this chapter. The use of
assessment rubrics which enable flexibility which make allowances for the variations in
the learning and in learners is suggested.

C oncept of assessment in general terms
W hat is (isscssnient.^

Assessment is defined by Brown et al (1997) as consisting, “essentially, of taking a
sample of what students do, making inferences and estimating the worth of their
actions” (Brown, Bull and Pendlebury 8). The sample in this case relates to the various
assessment methods that could be used within a programme, the behaviours sampled
eould relate to specifie aspects of a course or could be more general in nature and they
may also be “related to explicit or implicit criteria” (Brown, Bull and Pendlebury 8).
The assessment could be carried out by an individual in the form of self assessment or
could be carried out by a lecturer or tutor. The purpose of the inferences they make will
be to establish the level of learning which a person has achieved and which could be
reflected in, as Brown identified, “achievements, potential, intelligence, aptitudes,
attitudes, motivations and personality” (as deemed appropriate) (Brown, Bull and
Pendlebury 8). The estimation of worth is more commonly reflected in grades, marks or
credits which are awarded to the student in question. It is also an opportunity for
feedbaek to be given on possible areas of improvement so that a list of
recommendations for the learner could also be common place.
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Boud (2000) identified that assessment involved “identifying appropriate standards and
criteria and the making of judgements about quality” (Boud 1). This concept aligned
with the idea of sustainability in assessment, which is an element required for life long
learning. Erwin ,1991 stated that by assessment we mean a
“systematic basis for making inferences about the learning and development of students.... The process of
defining, selecting, designing, collecting, analysing , interpreting and using information to increase
students’ learning and development” (Brown and Knight 12)

This is not to state that the area of assessment is not without its weaknesses, or fraught
with uncertainties or undefmables. Again using the definition of Brown as stated above,
three key areas which could be the weakness in assessment may be identified. Firstly,
the sample of the students work used may not truly reflect that students ability and
capability across all aspects of the course. Secondly, the conclusions drawn must only
be confined to that particular piece of work and to that element of the course. Finally,
wider conclusions may not be arrived at.

As it is only a sample, then it may be too directed towards particular aspects of the
course or on a particular method of identifying a student’s learning which in itself may
not be the most appropriate. This is where the aspect of the course being assessed and
the method used to gather the learning of the individual do not correlate to each other.
The conclusions drawn by an assessor are usually specific to that assessor and the views
of another could vary significantly. This brings in the concept of subjectivity of
assessment where the result is subjective on the person who is assessing it. Variances
can occur depending on the assessors own expectations of a student, knowledge of the
subject matter and familiarity with the assessment method.
There are additional weaknesses in assessment systems, as outlined by Brown et al and
contained in Appendix G.

The purpose of assessment

Brown and Knight (1994) asked the question who is assessment really for? And their
conclusion was that it can be many things to many people including
“The student
Other students
Tutors
Mentors
Employers
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•
•
•

College/ University management
Financing and other government departments
Funding bodies “ (Brown and Knight 13)

So when one is deciding on an appropriate instrument or designing an assessment, they
should bear in mind the needs of all the interested parties relevant to the situation. The
form of learning may also influence the type of assessment method that will be
involved.

This does not exclusively relate to the needs of one particular group but again it must be
realised that the needs of students and what they get from an assessment will differ from
the needs of the assessor. It can occur that the assessment method used will only answer
one aspect of the students learning and will not provide answers to all the different
parties’ questions in relation to the learning. Where this is very clearly seen is when a
student is given a grade for a piece of work submitted. However, that grade will only
indicate to them their current standing in the subject but will not identify the specific
areas which require further work. Therefore what happens is that the assessor has to
provide additional feedback which makes the process and outcome more meaningful to
the student. This has to be done in order for the process to be beneficial to both parties.

As defined by Bond “Assessment involves identifying appropriate standards and criteria
and the making of judgements about quality” (Boud 1). Boud also maintained that one
should ensure that the assessment methods used within the formal educational setting
should also support the learning in life so that people can continuously self assess
themselves and that this self assessment shouldn’t be perfect from the outset but will
improve over time. He also identifies that in order for students to
“become effective lifelong learners, they need also to be prepared to undertake assessment of the tasks
they face throughout their lives. They should be able to do this in ways which identify whether they have
met whatever standards are appropriate for the task in hand and seek forms of feedback from their
environment (from peers, other practitioners, from written and other sources) to enable them to undertake
subsequent learning more effectively” (Boud 1).

As previously identified in Chapter 1 the dynamics of society are shifting towards a
more sustainable learning society. This ideal is supported by the European Higher
Education Area and all member states. These dynamics also have an influence on
assessment. Richard Edwards (1997) outlined a number of recent changes to
assessment in terms of the socio-political context. They were as follows:
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“ a shift from inputs to outputs in considerations of education. There has been a move from concern with
curriculum to learning outcomes and assessment. This has been striking in vocational education and
training, but increasingly so in higher education” (Boud 3).

Edwards also identified an
“improvement in access through recognition of prior learning. Assessment has become more powerful
through the ways in which it has reached into the sphere of informal and experiential learning and exerts
new and subtler forms of control through the commoditisation of experience that occurs in the
accreditation of prior experiential learning (APEL)” (Boud 3).

Edwards also maintained that we need to move away from the coneept of a learning
society to an ‘educated society’ and from a ‘learning market’ to ‘learning networks’. As
outlined by Boud and Edwards the move must be towards life-long, life-wide learning
and that no one stops learning as they go through life and that all aspects of life
influence a persons learning.

Principles of Assessment
When addressing the concept of assessment and the modes of assessment then it is
imperative that standards are also addressed. Within the modes of formal assessment
there are particular concepts which are necessary if one is to maintain that each
assessment method has appropriate merit and relevance and that they do not give rise to
inequality or inaccuracy in outcome. These concepts must also exist for the assessment
of informal and non formal learning. Otherwise dual standards will exist which will
inevitably result in the lack of recognition of informal and non formal learning.
Therefore regardless of the learning being assessed formatively or summatively, there
should be adherence to the following;

Reliability - As stated by Gray and defined by Oppenheim(92) “ for an assessment
method to be reliable it must be consistent” (Gray 10). Therefore, if something was
assessed yesterday and today (with all factors remaining constant) then we would expect
the same result. The area which those concerned with assessment would be most
interested in, would be to ensure that an assessor is consistently assessing work, using
the same criteria. This is especially relevant to an assessment of both informal and
formal learning within a formal setting. It would be necessary to ensure that those with
informal learning wouldn’t be subject to different criteria to those with formal learning.
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Validity -refers to whether the assessment method used assesses what it’s meant to
assess. So is it valid for the type of learning and the purpose of the assessment? This
concept is fundamentally important for an assessor to consider as not all assessment
methods are suitable for all forms of learning. Also the purpose of particular
assessments may not produce the appropriate outcomes required. Therefore, when
selecting an assessment method, it is necessary to consider the type of learning being
assessed and also the purpose of the assessment.

Authenticity - this refers to whether the assessment process and method is evaluating
real life experiences, and it also values the learning process as much as the final
outcome of the assessment process. So essentially, an authentic assessment method will
achieve both reliability and validity through its design.

A particular reason for considering these concepts is that when examining non formal
and informal learning, the more traditional foiTns of assessment such as the written
examination may not be appropriate as they does not assess what they are meant to
assess and if the tests was carried out several times, they could have different outcomes.
If one takes the traditional written examination, this method is more appropriate for
assessing learning which has taken place in a formal structure learning situation as
opposed to an informal setting. The reason for this is that the student is aware of the
learning that has taken place, there are clearly defined areas of study, and the student’s
learning occurred in a controlled setting. Even within the gamut of subjects to be
studied on a higher education course, the assessment method selected as the basis to
make a judgement of an individuals learning will have to be carefully considered.
Unfortunately, such consideration may not be given to the types of assessment used by
academic staff due to constraints such as class size, time and tradition in the forms of
assessment used.

Appendix K details fifty-one assessment methods as identified by Knight which
incorporates methods appropriate but not specifically for the assessment of formal,
informal and non formal learning. The purpose of including the list is to provide an
insight into the array of assessment methods that exist.
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Classifications of outcomes of assessment
When considering what assessment method to use it is necessary to determine the
reason for the assessment or the intended outcome by using that particular assessment
method, keeping in mind the purpose of the assessment and its benefits to the assessor
and the assessed. Ideally for an assessment method to be beneficial it should provide
insight for both parties.

Why this issue is of relevance to the author is that in certain cases assessment methods
are selected due to familiarity by the assessor or tradition within a department. The type
of information which those methods provide may not be so carefully considered, so the
assessment needs of the assessor or student may not be fully addressed. This issue is
paramount in the assessment of informal and non formal learning as the learning does
not confirm to a particular programme or set of learning outcomes. Therefore, as stated
previously the assessment method will have to be carefully selected to ensure that it
collects the required infoiTnation so that an informed decision can me made as to the
level of learning.

One of the main ways of establishing what assessment method to use is to look at the
required information and this can be divided into summative and formative assessment
methods.

Summative Assessment
Brown defined summative assessment as “the extent of learning at the end of a course “
(Brown, Bull and Pendlebury)! 1-12. This assessment method enables the assessor to
award a grade for the students learning at a particular point in time. Therefore, the
student and the assessor can be aware of the proportion of learning achieved by the
student. What it doesn’t provide is an insight for the student as to improvements they
could make or areas which require further learning or development. So from an informal
and non formal learning perspective it is stating to the person that they have a
proportion of learning achieved but it doesn’t direct them to where they could obtain the
balance. The second implication is that in order to use summative assessment methods
for the assessment of informal and non formal learning then there will have to be
parameters which learning can be measured against. In the case of informal / non formal
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learning being recognised within a formal learning programme, the intended outcomes
of that programme become the yard stick for measurement. It has the benefit of
assessing a person’s work based learning so workplace competencies or role
competencies can become the measure of the learning.
It tends to have the following characteristics
•

It utilizes well defined evaluation methods and structure, [ie. fixed time and content]

•

It provides descriptive analysis for the assessor and the student as it considers all the
learning throughout the programme and makes an informed judgment based on the
information provided.

•

It tends to highlight areas which require further learning and understanding.

Suniniative Assessnienl of Infonual learning

There is considerable discussion about the use of summative assessment in the
judgement of informal/non formal learning. By its nature it does not occur in
conjunction with any intended outcomes so correlation with specific outcomes of
learning can be difficult. Also, there is considerable debate that the purpose of assessing
informal/ non formal learning is not to award grades but to more to provide feedback
and encouragement for the learner.

Format ire Assessment

The purpose of the outcome of this assessment is to provide the learner with feedback as
to the areas which require further development and learning. No score or grade is
awarded to the learner for the work submitted as the purpose is seen as more a self
assessment exercise for the learner to spur them on to further self development. In the
case of formal programmes this form is used for continuous assessment purposes as a
self check mechanism for the student and the lecturer/tutor to measure the current level
of learning which the learner has achieved. Unlike summative forms of assessment,
formative assessment is seen as being more encouraging and supportive of the learner
and more beneficial.
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Fornialive Assessment oj Informal learning

In the case of informal and non formal learning, formative assessment is seen as the
preferred method when dealing with these forms of learning. Frequently the reason for
this is that the type of learner involved is one which isn’t overly familiar with academic
systems and assessment and as a learner group requires more encouragement as opposed
to academic analysis in the form of grades.

In the opinion of the author, there is room for both systems in the assessment of
informal and non formal learning. The benefits of formative assessment are clearly
apparent when dealing with certain learner groups who may be returning to education or
engaging in it after a considerable absence. However, if informal and non formal
learning are to have the same merit in academic circles as formal learning then it must
be possible to subject the former learning type to academic scrutiny and appraisal,
similar to which formal learning is commonly subjected. This is also in keeping with the
Irish and European approach to the recognition of informal and non formal learning
which states that learning is recognised regardless of its origins.

LvCarner groups in need of informal learning assessment
This issue could be seen to originate in widespread perception in society that in order
for skills to be valid and for workers to be competent in a role they must possess formal
qualifications. This stance is evident in the current documentation and information
which any employer requires when applying for a position or even more generally in
society as whole. We seem to measure a workers value according to the qualifications
they possess and not exclusively on the learning they have in relation to a role. In many
cases one precedes the other or this may be the approach taken by employers. In order
for us as a society to benefit from the extensive learning which some individuals possess
it must be possible for them to seek formal recognition based on their informal and non
formal learning.

It is true to say that all adults have learning which they have gained through their
working, home and social lives. The extent and depth of the learning will vary from
person to person and also the level of consciousness that the person has of their learning
will vary. When considering who is in most need of informal learning assessment, there
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are specific groups who automatically include themselves in the selection. These groups
predominantly originate from occupations which have traditionally lacked formal
education structures or consist of individuals who were failed by the formal education
systems.

Community based workers are one such group which have not traditionally engaged in
formal education. However in recent years the sector has set about professionalising
itself and up holding standards of practice. This has resulted in formal educational
programmes being established at further and higher education levels. This has gained
widespread acceptance in the sector as a whole, yet it poses the question of the future of
the workers who have been involved in the sector for a number of years who don’t have
formal qualifications. Many of these may have extensive working knowledge of the
systems and practices in a community environment but may be reluctant to engage with
the formal education programmes. In the case of these individuals, it is highly desirable
that their informal and non formal learning is recognised and considered in the context
of the new formal qualifications.

Voluntary workers could be seen as a subset of community workers who also naturally
fall into this category of people with extensive learning, without formal qualifications in
need of recognition under formal programme structures. The type of skills which this
group possesses varies considerably from those of the caring professions, to the
generality of charity workers and a whole spectrum of skills in between.

Other learners who should be included are those who have been working in a sector
from an early age and have engaged whole heartedly in work-based learning. They may
have worked themselves up the ranks to a senior level or are recognised within the work
place as people with considerable skills and knowledge of a particular area and as such
are seen as the expert in the field. The issue for these learners is that due to the fact that
their learning is predominantly work-based, the same recognition of their learning and
skills does not exist for them external to the organisation. Invariably what happens is
that they are stuck in a role, in a company, without the possibility of progressing to a
new company. These learners are increasingly approaching higher education institutions
who consider informal and non formal learning to be as valuable, if not more, than
formal learning.
66

In Ireland, our unemployment rate has been one of the lowest in the EU for the past
decade. However, more recently due to global and national economic changes there has
been a significant increase in unemployment in certain skill groups. In the case of
workers who haven’t formal qualifications for their profession, it is less likely that they
will naturally progress into another industry or employment. In many cases the learning
and expertise which they possess is lost to the detriment of society.

So when Ireland is identifying its needs under the workplace strategy for the future,
these learners will be of fundamental importance in filling the skill and worker gaps
which may be expected to emerge. If their informal and non formal learning contributed
to re-training programmes and re-positioning in the workforce it would be to the
national economic benefit.

Assessment methods for the assessment of informal and non formal learning
The assessment of informal and non formal learning can take many forms depending on
the purpose of the assessment being formative or summative. The further consideration
is the assessment of informal learning within the realm of formal assessment. This
section aims to discuss the methods that could be used to assess informal and non
formal learning, but taking into consideration the requirements of formal assessment but
also the learner and where possible the workplace. The reason for adding the workplace
into the equation is that it is where the majority of informal and non formal learning can
be gained. It also addresses the motivation as to why recognition of informal and non
formal learning can be so important for learners. It not only facilitates the acquisition of
formal recognition of their learning but it also may aid recognition of their knowledge,
skill and competence in areas of the workplace.

Peer and Sidf Assessment

Self assessment requires the learner to assess their own learning relative to certain
criteria. It is a useful tool for the learner in that it requires them to become more aware
of their learning. As stated by Brown and Knight (1994) “self evaluative skills are
important in developing in students an awareness of their own abilities, making for
more competent learning”. (Gray) This also is in keeping with the concept of lifelong
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learning and the reflective practioner as has been discussed in the workplace strategy for
the future report from the National Centre for Partnership Progression 2005 and 2007.
This mode of assessment can be beneficial to learners as identified by workplace
learners in chaper 7 of the primary research findings phase. As stated by one of those
questioned, they found the self assessment part of the reflective portfolio a time where
they started to question the learning process itself and reflected that they would have
learnt things differently if they had their time back.

Peer assessment can be open to questions of reliability as peers could over mark the
performance of learners. As stated by Gray (2001) “in order to ensure that problems
such as this are minimised, it is important that assessment criteria are decided on in
advance and used”. (Gray 13)

Assignments unci Projects

Assignments and projects are modes which are widely used within the assessment of
formal learning. Their use within the assessment of informal and non formal learning
can be similar. One variation is that the subject matter of what is produced will vary
from person to person. In the traditional use of assignments and projects all learners are
generally working from the same basis and have more or less the same background of
knowledge. In the context of informal and non formal learning, where and how the
learning has been acquired will vary considerably. Therefore, the task will have to be set
out in very general terms w'ith allowances made for learners to personalize it to their
own context.

The method by which the assignment is to be assessed will have to be clearly set out
and known by learners prior to them commencing the task. It will also aid the assessor
in the awarding of a grade.

Memorandum report

This requires learners to provide a summary on their findings of a particular topic which
has been set by an assessor, in comparison to other assessment methods which allow the
learner to map out all their learning. This method requires them to select the information
which they feel is most important and most relevant. In the case of those with informal
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and non formal learning it encompasses reflection to identify the elements which must
be included.

Portfolios

Portfolios are a method which enables a learner to showcase all their learning relevant
to a particular subject or task which they have gained. It is a tool which can be altered to
the needs of the learner by the learner. It is non prescriptive as to what it should include.
In the experience of the author, it is a tool which is very suitable for detailing informal
and non formal learning. The type of learning and evidence that can be included in a
portfolio is infinite, with the emphasis on its suitability to the learning it is trying to
support as opposed to its form. The portfolio facilitates a learner in detailing what they
have learned and is not just a collection of materials. A suggested framework of a
portfolio is detailed in appendix L.

In relation to the assessment of a portfolio, the criteria should be known by the assessors
and the learners in advance. This will ensure the learner is submitting their most
relevant learning in a format which is meaningful and easily identifiable to an assessor.
The portfolio is discussed in more detail by the author in chapter 6 of this thesis.

Disserlalious and theses

As stated by Gray, dissertations and theses focus on “higher level skills of critical
analysis, synthesis and evaluation”. (Gray 19)_In regard to informal and non formal
learning in dissertations and theses, the learning which will be presented will invariably
be original in nature as it will relate to the learning of an individual. In the assessment of
dissertations and theses of informal and non formal learning, consideration will have to
given as to who is most appropriate to carry out the assessment. It may be suitable to
have a team of assessors comprising of academics but also supervisors, managers or
whoever had responsibility for the learner. Suitability could be determined on where the
majority of the informal/ non formal learning took place.
If the issue of authenticity arises in the assessment process then a viva could be
incorporated.
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Presenlcilions

The use of presentations in demonstrating informal and non formal learning can aid in
the learner becoming more confident in their learning achievements. It also could be
used to support another assessment method such as a portfolio, project or thesis. The
idea of this assessment method is that the learner can identify the information which
they feel is most relevant to mention. If it is used within the formal assessment process,
then similar to the dissertation and thesis, a panel of assessors should exist who are
aware of the learning of the individual.

Placements

Placements have existed in formal programmes but may never have been assessed or
counted towards the learning of the individual in the formal sense. In relation to those
with informal and non formal learning, placements can provide them with an
opportunity to present their learning in a setting which is very familiar to them. If
placements are intended to assess an individual’s informal and non-formal learning then
the parameters of the assessment should be known in advance. It is common that if
placements are used then a learning contract or agreement would be drawn up and that
the learner would be required to keep a learning log or diary. The assessment should be
conducted by a panel of experts who are familiar with the learner. The advantage is that
they are familiar with the extent of the learning of the person. They have observed the
person’s work over an extended period of time which gives them insight into the
development of the learning of the person within the workplace. This will result in a
more accurate grade being awarded to the person as it is not based on one instance alone
but over an extended period.

Assessment Rubrics
In the assessment of informal and non formal learning the criteria which are used for
formal learning are, in general, unsuitable. The reason for this is that informal and non
formal learners do not fall into categories but must be considered individually. Informal
and non formal learning does not follow a specific syllabus or neatly defined framework
so it varies from one person to the next.
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As outlined in chapter 1, the Dublin descriptors which outline the knowledge, skill and
competence at the levels of the qualifications frameworks enable one to determine if the
learning is at a required standard. In the Irish Framework of Qualifications, all levels are
specified under these criteria so it is possible to establish how the learning depth and
breadth of a person must develop to attain the higher qualification.
In assessment rubrics the criteria of assessment is also specified and is focused on the
development of thought of the learner as opposed to knowledge, skill and competence
which are incorporated into the criteria of the rubrics. In the case of level descriptors
they describe the overall knowledge, skill and competence level of an award. The
criteria in rubrics break these descriptors down further into factors which a student must
demonstrate. The higher the level a person can demonstrate the higher the grade they
will achieve.

Informal and Non Formal Learning

Level Descriptors

criteria and grading Scheme
Relevance to the brief

Knowledge

Development of thought

Know-how and Skill

Understanding of the subject

Competence

Conclusions/ Recommendations
Format and Presentation
Fig 4.1 Assessment rubrics criteria vs Level descriptors of awards

The criteria and grading scheme determine the final grade, whilst the level descriptors
determine the award being sought. In the author’s experience the learner is seldom
aware of the level descriptors of the award and it is traditionally the role of the lecturer/
teacher to impart knowledge to the specified award level.

The learner may be made aware of the assessment criteria and grading scheme by an
assessor or subject lecturer. In the author’s experience it is commonly used in the
preparation of learning and reflective portfolios. It provides insight to informal and non
formal learners as to the level of learning which they must demonstrate. Appendix H
contains some examples of assessment rubrics which are used in higher education.
Zubizarreta has also discussed how portfolios are assessed. The portfolio evaluation
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checklists which he includes in his book ‘The Learning Portfolio’ are included in
appendix I.

The benefit of developing rubrics in the assessment and evaluation of informal and non
formal learning is that it is possible to identify the areas which a learner has not
demonstrated to a particular standard. It also creates a reference point which an assessor
can refer to when relaying a grade to a learner. It enables transparency in the assessment
of informal and non formal learning as all parties are aware of how the learning is to be
judged from the outset.

It has been the author’s experience that some assessors find informal and non formal
learning difficult to assess despite the existence of the assessment rubrics. The rubrics
alone can cause confusion as it is rare that they would have an all encompassing range
and number of parameters against which all learners’ work may be assessed. Another
barrier to the use of rubrics may be that assessors may have reservations about making
the learner conscious of how their learning will be assessed.

In the author’s experience of formal assessment, assessors frequently develop a marking
scheme to which only they and the external examiner are privy. It is not considered
relevant that the student be made aware of how they will be assessed. Invariably, the
assessor feels that the student is given an unfair advantage if they are made aware of
what they must produce or submit. The author strongly disagrees with this sentiment, as
it makes the assumption that by providing criteria to a learner they will automatically be
capable of producing what it is required. It is in the author’s experience that all learners
do not have the ability to express their learning to the highest level despite knowing
how it will be judged.
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Conclusion
This chapter aimed to outline learning on the continuum from informal to formal. It
discussed the guiding principles in the assessment of learning scenarios and the
identification of the learner groups in most need of informal learning assessment.

The conclusion reached in this chapter is that once informal and non formal learning
assessment methods maintain the same standards applicable for formal learning, their
relevance in formal education programmes should not be an issue. It is very apparent
that there are significant learner groups in need of formal recognition of their learning in
Ireland. It is within the responsibility of government departments, awarding bodies and
higher educational institutions to foresee the potential which Ireland has in its informal
and non formal learning and to seek appropriate rigorous processes and procedures in
capturing this.
The use of rubrics in informal and non formal learning reinforces the assessment criteria
of transparency, validity, reliability and authenticity.
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Chapter 5 - Research
Methodology
Introduction: The Study

This chapter aims to outline the various methodologies used in this research thesis.

The research work reported here can be seen as comprising of a number of different
phases however they essentially are interlinked as will become apparent through the
work. The research methods used for these distinct phases were selected on the basis of
the fitness of purpose to the aim of the research and were amended to the specific issues
being investigated.
The chapter outlines the research phases, perspective and methods and the reasons
underlying why each was used. In relation to the primary research phase the chapter
outlines the approach taken and the intended reason in each instance.
The findings of the research phase are not presented in the chapter but are outlined
separately in chapter 7.
The primary research was conducted with several different cohorts including workbased learners, community based workers, assessors and from three different industry
perspectives.

Research overv iew

The research phase consisted of both desk research and action research.
Desk research
This form of research is more commonly referred to as secondary research. It is data
which has been gathered by a third party “for some purpose other than the problem at
hand”. (Malhotra 41)
The desk research phase was done to gain an insight into the current thinking and
approaches taken at workplace, academic, policy and political levels in the development
of the recognition of informal learning. There has been considerable interest in this area,
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initially in Canada, Australia and New Zealand (NOAI). It is evident from the literature
available from the education and training councils of each individual country that the
popularity of this methodology has transferred internationally with an emergence of
increased discussion and publications in the area. Authors such as Boud, Knight and
Barrett have written considerably in the area of prior learning and associated topics.

More recently there has been a national and European development towards capitalising
on the recognition of informal and non formal learning which is evident in the draft
guidelines of the NQAI and of CEDEFOP. Though only draft in nature, both these
reports presented a fundamental backdrop to this research. NQAI contextualised RNFIL
(recognition of non formal and informal learning) applicability to higher education in
Ireland and its current economic and social environments. The purpose of using these
reports within the research was to highlight the areas as identified by others which are
seen to be in most need of attention, and to review the initiatives which are in place to
address these gaps. In this instance, reference is made to the Strategic Innovation Fund
initiatives which set to address the recognition of informal and non formal learning
through recognition of prior learning, work-based learning programmes and progression
at a Higher Education level.

Another perspective that had to be considered in the research was in relation to
assessment and informal learning. Authors such as Brown and Boud highlighted the
general discussions in relation to assessment and moreover in relation to informal and
non formal learning. The characteristics of validity, reliability and authenticity which
underpin certificated learning assessment methods also had to be relevant to assessment
methods used to capture informal and non formal learning. The desk research
highlighted the general discussion of the purpose of assessing informal and non formal
learning and there is considerable debate regarding whether the outcome of informal
learning assessment can only be formative in nature. Thus, possibly limiting their use
within formal education and training situations.

The findings of the desk research phase prompted further investigation through a
primary research phase. This was driven by the authors own experience of the
assessment of informal and non formal learning within formal academic structures and
adhering to formal assessment quality standards. It was also prompted by companies’
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interest in eapturing their employees workplaee learning thus creating a learning
environment and knowledge society.

Action Research
Action research was the method used to gather the primary data, based on the pedagogy
as put forward by Freire and as defined by Reason and Bradbury. This “seeks to bring
together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the
pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, and more generally
the flourishing of individual persons and their communities”. (Reason and Bradbury 2)

As the author of this research is very much involved in the community which recognises
informal and non formal learning within an academic setting it was considered that this
form of research was the most suitable for the primary research phase.

Aim of the action research
As outlined above there is a significant amount of information pertaining to the
gathering and assessment of informal and non-formal learning. The majority of this
literature considers the purpose of the assessment of informal and non formal learning
as purely review and feedback and the consideration of that form of learning within
formal assessment is limited.

The experience of the author would suggest otherwise and considerable knowledge and
experience exists relating to the use of informal and non formal learning within a formal
education structure. Traditionally, there are specific occupations which are content to
use informal learning evidence in determining whether a person has the capability to
perform their duties. Professional bodies such as the Engineering Institute of Ireland
have a long established approach to accepting learning gained through work-based
learning situations (informal/non formal learning) for membership to their professional
association. The aim of the primary research was to document this experience from the
perspective of those who currently are involved in the process either as an assessor, a
learner or members of an organisation.
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There are long established, proven methods used by professional bodies which have a
track record in recording the informal and non formal learning of their members.
Engineers Ireland is an example of one such body. Primary research was conducted to
gain a unique insight into one of the emerging methods of gathering informal/ non
formal learning and of assessing that learning. The method proposed which complies
with an assessment method being reliable, authentic and valid is the learning portfolio.
This action research aims to discuss the aforementioned method with various interest
groups in determining their opinions of the method from the perspectives students,
assessors and interest groups.

Research Perspective

The primary research conducted was predominantly qualitative in nature. As defined by
Malhotra, “Qualitative research is an unstructured, exploratory research methodology
based on small samples that provides insights and understanding of the problem setting”
(Malhotra 164). The rationale for using qualitative research methodology related to the
motivation of selecting the area of research. There has been quantitative research done
in areas relating to the adult learner and those relevant to the area of informal and non
formal learning. It is the author’s experience that the motivation for seeking recognition
for ones informal and non-formal learning can vary considerably. It was for this reason
that the author believed that qualitative research procedures would provide more insight
into the topic of interest and the motivations of learners, academics and industry and
training organisations.

The respondents volunteered to participate in the studies, which were conducted as part
of the primary research phase. The research is qualitative as it was felt that obtaining an
insight into the personal motivations and opinions of those who had experience of the
recognition of informal and non-formal learning was more beneficial than statistical
findings.
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Research Methods
The research methods used were selected on their suitability of purpose and the profile
of the work-based user group. The author chose to use depth interviews when obtaining
qualitative data from the target group. This form of interview is an unstmctured,
personal and direct interview, where the interviewer is seeking to “uncover underlying
motivations, beliefs, attitudes, and feelings on a topic” (Malhotra 174). The questions
posed tend to be open-ended which enables the interviewer to probe for elaboration if
required. The direction of the interview was also determined by the answers of the
respondent. The author believed that this was the most appropriate interview method as
it provided flexibility when required. It is the experience of the author that in the case of
those pursuing recognition for informal and non formal learning the motivations can
vary considerably. It was these variations that the study was seeking to uncover.

Observation techniques were used in the case of the community based workers and the
Royal Institute of Architects of Ireland. Observation, as defined by Malhotra, seeks to
record ’’behavioural patterns of people, objects, and events in a systematic manner to
obtain information about the phenomenon of interesf’ (Malhotra 213). In both cases the
author used unstructured natural observation to capture the information. The issues to be
identified or observed were not set prior to the observation to facilitate flexibility in
identifying the issues and develop a hypothesis in each case. In regard to the industry
perspective cohort a combination of observation and depth interview techniques were
used.

Questionnaire methods were used with two of the target audiences; the academic staff
of CIT and the Thomas Crosbie Holding mentors. Thomas Crosbie Holdings is one of
the largest media groups in Ireland with more than 18 regional newspaper titles and
other media. The questionnaires were not intended to provide any quantitative statistical
information but more to capture the gamut of motivations and opinions of the different
respondents. In the case of the academic staff the questionnaire was intended to capture
their opinion on the recognition of informal and non formal learning within the formal
academic environment. The study also sought to identify more general assessment
issues of the academic staff. The questionnaire used with the workplace mentors centred
on a different issue. They had assessed the learning portfolios of their workers and the
research conducted sought to capture how they perceived the practice of the
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worker/student had changed as evident in the portfolio developed and the practice in the
workplace.

Access to the study groups
For research purposes it was possible to obtain considerable access to those who engage
in the recognition of prior learning for advanced entry or for exemption/ credit from
programmes. The author is also employed in a higher education institution which has a
well established policy in relation to the recognition of prior learning, and for the past
five years has been working within this section. This provided access to the academics
and assessors in the higher education institution. The student and professional groups
which are included in the primary research phase were those whom the author is in
contact with, in a professional capacity. Their voluntary participation was requested
after they had completed their studies or interaction with the higher education
institution. The primary reason for this was to avoid the potential participants in feeling
obliged to contribute to the study.

A significant amount of the research was gathered through observation, and a conscious
effort was made to avoid bias in interpreting the meaning of individual actions and
statements. As an individual who has been successfully involved in the use of informal
and non formal learning in formal learning scenarios, a very objective approach to the
study of the learning portfolio as the preferred method used in gathering this learning
was taken.

In order to report the findings of this research, the outcomes were recorded in case study
format for each group identified. The fundamental reason for this was that although the
questions posed to each group were similar, the results were best grouped so as to give
an insight into the varying perspectives on the recognition of informal/non-formal
learning and assessment techniques.

Group One : work-based learning students/ workers
The background of this group is that they were completing a one year Bachelor of Arts
in Sales programme 2006/ 2007 at a level 7 on the National Framework of
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Qualifications in Ireland. The basis for admission onto the programme was that they had
a level 6 or equivalent informal/non formal learning which would be comparable to the
learning of a level 6 academic programme.

The first group interviewed comprised of individuals who had various previous
experiences with formal education. The demographics and dispersion of the group were
varied, however one commonality between the groups was that they all currently work
in the same private industry but at varying corporate levels and divisions. Their
backgrounds in terms of their levels of informal and non- formal learning were also
varied.
One of the modules of the programme is professional development. It is a 10 credit
module within a standard 60 credit course. The professional development module is
assessed via a learning and reflective portfolio. The learning portfolio is completed by
the student cohort with support from a workplace mentor and college mentor. The
workplace mentors are also supported in their role by the college mentor who has
extensive experience in portfolio development and support.
fhe module consisted of ten workplace competencies as identified by the industry and
the aim was for the student cohort to identify and reflect on their learning in relation to
these competencies. The assessment of these portfolios was two fold, the learning
portfolio was assessed by the workplace mentor who had to ensure that all the ten
competencies were addressed by the worker/student and, if there were gaps in the
learning, that opportunities were presented to amend this position. The reflective
portfolio determined the overall mark achieved by the student and was assessed using
an assessment matrix with several criteria such as knowledge depth and breadth.

The aim of interviewing this group of people was to identify whether their experiences
of the learning and reflective portfolio were similar or substantially different from their
experiences of formal traditional assessment methods. The interviewer aimed to
determine whether the respondents found it more or less difficult to complete the
module with the learning and reflective portfolio, and whether they found the
experience more or less rewarding than traditional assessment methods.
No formal lectures were provided to the students on the competencies of the
professional development module. Instead, the session was directed by the academic
mentor who explained the structure and content of the learning and reflective portfolio
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and assisted the students in documenting and recording their learning. For all the
students it was their first time developing a learning portfolio. Their familiarity with the
term portfolio would have been restricted to the idea of an artists portfolio. The students
were given seven face to face mentoring sessions with the learning and reflective
portfolio mentor in the third level institution. The purpose of these sessions, as already
stated, was to familiarise the student with the concept of a ‘portfolio’, to identify their
relevant learning that could be entered into their portfolio and also to structure the
content so that it provided meaning to the assessor.
The end result was the production of two documents, a learning portfolio signed off and
verified by the workplace mentor and the reflective portfolio, formally assessed by the
college mentor and an additional academic assessor. The outcome of the reflective
portfolio was a formal grade which affected the overall grade point averages of the
students’ results and in turn the level of award.
The interviews done with the student/ workers aimed to give an insight into the cohort’s
impression of the learning and reflective portfolios and how they would view them from
the perspective of a formal educational course where as such their informal and formal
learning was formalised.
The entire student cohort was invited to participate in the interview process. Some
declined and so were automatically eliminated. Out of a student group of thirteen ,
seven participants were selected due to their backgrounds in education and the world of
employment.
The following sets out the questions asked and provides an insight into why those
questions were included.
The questions asked were as follows;
• Give an overview of your past experience with formal education

oThe aim of this question was to gain an insight into the past formal educational
experience of the group. It was useful when reviewing the findings of the depth
interviews to deduce whether this had any influence on how the learner/worker
approached the tasks of developing a learning and reflective portfolio and
their overall impression of using their work-based learning within a formal
educational programme.
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• Was this your first experience of work-based informal/ non formal learning
contributing to a formal educational qualification?
o The purpose of this question was to gain an insight into the cohort \s familiarity
with the informal/ non formal learning concept and lifelong/ life wide learning.
They may not have been familiar with the terminology. However, where
necessary, they were familiarised with the concept.

• Was this your first experience working on a learning portfolio, if not, where did you
previously come across it?
oThis question was asked to determine the respondents ’ familiarity with the task
and their pre-conception of the task. It was also useful to determine if the
learning portfolio was a tool which was commonly used within a workplace or
if it was something to which the respondent had never been previously exposed.

• How would you describe the task of completing a learning portfolio and was it
necessary to have support and direction as provided by the workplace and college
mentor?
oThe author posed this question to determine the level of support which may be
required by those developing a learning and reflective portfolio.

• The time frame given to complete the task of developing the learning portfolio, was
it less than studying for formal exams and did you find the experience more or less
rewarding?
oThis question was included to identify the students’ personal commitment to the
task and if they found it more or less difficult to self motivate. In the context of
assessment methods used in formal education programmes the structure varies
considerably to that of the learning portfolio which requires the student to
develop the piece of work with the support of the mentor for a stated deadline.
• If you were to rate the use of a learning portfolio against essay style formal exams
and assignments would you say it is
•

More or less authentic and why?

•

Valid or invalid and why?

•

Reliable or unreliable and why?
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o The principles of assessment (authenticity, validity and reliability) should also

be applicable to methods used in the assessment of informal/ non-formal
learning. The author posed this question to gain insight into the work-based
learners opinion as to whether they felt that the learning and reflective
portfolio are assessed under the same principles of assessment as the more
traditional methods.

• When completing the learning portfolio did you feel that it was going to be easier/
harder to pass and why?
o This relates to question one of the depth interview where the interviewee

outlined their past experience wnth formal learning and assessment. The
question was posed to investigate if a persons past exposure to learning/
assessment had any influence on how they approached the learning and
reflective portfolio.

• In relation to the reflective portfolio what did you find as the most difficult element
and why?
oAs the reflective portfolio requires the learner to critically examine their own
learning, it was interesting to see how the learner group found the experience.

• Having the knowledge on how the reflective portfolio was going to be assessed prior
to the submission of the piece, did you feel that it had any influence on the work that
you submitted?
oThis question sought to gain further insight into the students/ workers needs
when completing the reflective portfolio and the level of assistance and
guidance they required.

• Did you feel that completing the learning and reflective portfolios gave you
additional insight into your learning and did you feel that it was more beneficial to
you than formal assessments?
o The purpose of this question was to investigate if there were additional benefits

to the learner beyond the documenting of their learning for the purpose of
assessment. It also was useful in determining if the learner found that they
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personally gained more out of this form of assessment as opposed to the more
traditional forms.

•

The basis of the assessment for the professional development module in the BA in
Sales was the ten workplace competencies as identified by the workplace. Do you
feel that completing the learning and reflective portfolio had any influence on how
you operated within your workplace, please explain in what ways?
oThis was aimed at establishing if the portfolio methods had any effect on how
the learner conducted themselves within the workplace.

• If you look at the ten workplace competencies would you suggest any better way to
assess your learning?
oAs the learning and reflective portfolios were the tools used within the
professional development module , the question w’as aimed at establishing if
the learner felt that there was any better way to document their learning.

• How did you find the experience of compiling your reflective portfolio? And did you
get any additional benefits from identifying your learning from an intrinsic point of
view?
olt was important to obtain feedback as to the learner’s impression of the
portfolio methods. It was also an opportunity to find out if the learner got any
additional benefits beyond gathering their learning relevant to ten workplace
competencies.

As the author of the research is also the academic mentor for the professional
development module, action research techniques were engaged in to identify, as a
person involved in the process, if the findings were consistent with the students’ views
or if there were variances.
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Case Study Two- Community Based W orkers

The second group involved in the study comprised of individuals who completed a
learning portfolio to gain advanced entry into a community education programme at a
level 7. A second group who were also involved in the study had completed a level 6
module in portfolio development. It was felt that this cohort would fall into the category
of those traditionally having significant informal and non-formal learning. Those
gaining advanced entry were required to prepare a learning portfolio against the learning
outcomes of the modules in year one and two of the course. Therefore they were
providing evidence of their relevant learning from the perspective of the learning
outcomes of the year one and two subjects. No grade or credit was awarded to the
portfolio, the purpose of the portfolio was purely documentary. In relation those who
prepared the portfolio for advanced entry into the Bachelor degree, they were not
awarded the Higher Certificate for the submitted portfolio.
The author has worked with the individuals in the past, as the mentor for the
development of a portfolio for advanced entry or exemptions and also as the module
lecturer for portfolio development. Interaction with this group took place from
September 2003 onwards on an as needs basis. The action research engaged in aimed to
identify the approach taken by those involved in community education and development
and also to document how this group differentiate from others questioned.

Case Study Three - Assessors and Academies

The third group who were surveyed were lecturing staff at Cork Institute of Technology.
The purpose of the research, which was conducted in 2006/2007, was to gain a general
insight into the assessment methodologies and techniques of the lecturing staff and to
gain an insight into the reasons why certain assessment techniques were used and what
their major concerns for assessment were for the future.

A significant number of students had gone through the formal Recognition of Prior
Learning assessment procedures in CIT. The purpose of the study was to investigate if
the lecturer regarded it as a technique which they employ either directly or indirectly.
An institute wide policy also exists within CIT which involved a variety of staff across a
range of disciplines making students aware that they can get recognition for their prior
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learning. More in-depth discussions were also held with four lecturers who have more
extensive experience with RPL. By conducting research in this way it was possible to
identify perceived benefits and problems on the part of the lecturer/ assessor in
embracing this concept of the recognition of informal and non-formal learning.
A copy of the questionnaire is contained in Appendix J.

Case Study P our- Industry perspective
In conducting a study with the fourth group for the primary research phase the aim was
to capture the insight into the groups in industry in the context of informal and non
formal learning. The three sub-groups within this cohort are identified as having key
experiences with informal /non-formal learning and how by doing so is an advantage for
the company involved;

Skillnets group are described “as an enterprise-led support body whose mission is to
enhance the skills of people in employment in Irish industry to support competitiveness
and employability”. They are funded from the National Training Fund and its
stakeholders include leading employer and employee representative bodies - IBEC,
Chambers Ireland, CIF, SFA and ICTU. In more recent times they have been allocated
significant increased funding to continue its support for national training networks in the
period 2007- 2009.

The author was involved with the Skillnets group in early 2008 to assist them in
developing a system for the recognition of prior learning within the specific business
sectors with which they are involved. The intention was also to develop a mentor
network in workplaces to assist workers to gain recognition for their informal/ non
formal learning. The author was involved in the early consultation process with three
Skillnets networks and was involved in an information/ promotion activity with the
Carlow Chamber of Commerce.

The pivotal reason why this group is relevant to the action research phase is that under
the workplace strategy for the future 2005 the government and associated departments
are very conscious of fostering skill and qualification development within existing
workforces. The three different networks which were interacted with were very diverse
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in nature, so the initial requirement was to identify the needs of each of these groups
and subsequently the best way to proceed in capturing their informal and non formal
learning.

TCH management (mentor reports) - the members of the worker/ student group
involved in the Bachelor of Arts programme in Sales were interviewed separately in
2007 to establish their opinions of the learning and reflective portfolio methods in
gathering work-based learning. As the workplace mentors were involved in the
guidance and assessment of the learning portfolio as submitted by their worker, it was
felt that an insight of this group would also be pivotal in the research into the
development of the recognition of prior informal and non formal learning in work
practice in Ireland. Initial training was conducted with the workplace mentors and
constant contact was maintained with them during the programme. It was aimed to
conduct a study based on the communications received from the mentors during the
programme and also through discussions with them afterwards on their perceptions of
the programme and the outcome for the workplace.

KIAI (Royal Institute of Architects in Ireland )

The Building Control Act 2007, sets out the provision for the establishment of a register
of architects in Ireland. The RIAI are designated as the competent body to establish a
process for admission onto the register of architects in Ireland. The Act explicitly states
under section 14(2)(h) that
‘‘a person who has been assessed as eligible for registration by the Technical
Assessment Board in accordance with the practical experience assessment procedures”,
is eligible for registration and defines such persons as those, “performing duties
commensurate with those of an architect for a period of 10 or more years in the state”.

The issue was not how to assess those with a formal architectural qualification but those
who had been operating in the state for at least 10 years as an architect without the
formal architectural qualification but with substantial work based learning experience.
This pilot scheme was established by the RIAI to ensure that the proposed Technical
Assessment System was fair and appropriate to those without the certificated learning of
an architect but who may be eligible for registration. The guidelines developed by the
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RIAI under the Technical Assessment criteria set out in the Act include a list of
competencies which a candidate must posses to be eligible for registration. The
guideline given to the candidate was that 80% of the compulsory competencies be
addressed and 60% of the additional ones.
The author was involved with the RIAI in initial discussions on the necessary
framework, review of suggested guidelines and in an observation capacity at the formal
technical assessment panel interviews. The aim of this activity for the RIAI was to
determine who had the skills of an architect in Ireland and who therefore could be
deemed appropriate to be on the register. The fundamental issue for the RIAI was how
to assess those with substantial work based learning. The author was involved in this
process in a consultancy capacity.
As a professional body in current development of a process, it was felt that the actions
and findings of this group could be used as an indicator for future efforts in other
industries. It was also deemed as being important to document the approach of a body
which is of high standing and reputation, which prides itself on this standing. It is
important to the RIAI and to its members both in a national and an international context
that the new processes on which they were embarking would not in any way undermine
the standing of the vast majority of registered architects who had achieved their
membership of the professional body based on more conventional academic
qualifications and experience .

Why research was conducted in the manner outlined.

The earlier chapters of the thesis focus predominantly on a literature review on the
recording and assessment of informal learning nationally and internationally. It was felt
that the purpose of the primary research phase would be to investigate whether the
policies and procedures documented were in any way transferred to the application of
the recognition of informal and non formal learning in Ireland.

As the author has been involved in a range of instances of varying practice in Ireland
with regard to the recognition of informal and non formal learning, it was felt that this
was the best way to proceed. The aim was to document the level of practice, with the
intention of mapping the findings, in support of greater development of recognition of
informal/ non-formal learning in Ireland in the future.
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Through the use of action research it was felt that it was possible to record insights into
the development and practice of the recognition of informal and non formal learning in
addition to what could be gained through formal interviews and surveys.

Where the research was conducted and why?
The research was conducted predominantly in the workplace of the participating
individuals as it was more convenient and in the case of the action research it was where
the activity took place. In some cases such as the Skillsnet group and the TCH
management group, the interaction took place in a combination of locations and
methods due to the recurring interaction with the group.

Conclusion
The intention of the primary research phase is to determine whether the findings of the
literature review are in keeping with the action and progress on the ground w'ith regard
to informal and non formal learning. As documented in chapters 1, 2, 3 and 6 there is
considerable information and writings on the recognition of informal and non formal
learning and the appropriate instruments recommended for recording such learning. The
research sought to establish whether these had any influence or effect on the progress of
the integration of the recognition of informal learning into our society and if the formal
qualification was still seen as the ultimate measure of knowledge, skill and competence
in industry in Ireland.

The findings of the primary research phase are presented separately in chapter 7 of the
research thesis.
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Chapter 6 - Learning Portfolio
Introduction
The aim of this chapter is to discuss in depth the emergence of the Accreditation of
Prior Learning, Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning and Accreditation of Prior
Certificated Learning concepts within formal qualifications frameworks. The chapter
will also outline the assessment methods used in informal, non formal and formal
learning scenarios. Lastly, it will put forward the learning portfolio as a valid, reliable,
authentic way of capturing all forms of learning and particularly its role in the capturing
of informal learning. The chapter will discuss the relevant existing structures, the
context that the learning portfolio has been used in academic and non academic
situations and the application of the learning portfolio to these situations. Discussion is
also included on the reflective portfolio is also included and the development of the
reflective practitioner. Discussion on the assessment of learning portfolios is also
included in the chapter, as well as their use in the virtual world of e-portfolios. The
development of a learning, reflective and e-portfolio by a learner requires support and
the chapter discusses the role that mentoring can assume with portfolios and the benefits
of having such supports in place.

Assessment of Informal Learning
In advance of discussing the portfolio as a tool to capture informal learning it is
necessary to identify the origins of the recognition of prior learning. As stated by Brown
et al
“the term APL (accreditation of prior learning) has two meanings. It is sometimes used to cover
assessment of prior certificated learning and prior experiential learning. At other times it is used to cover
only the accreditation of certificated learning and APEL is used as an acronym for the accreditation of
prior experiential learning” (Brown, Bull and Pendlebury 19).
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He argued that maybe the term “APAL (accreditation of prior assessed learning) should
be introduced to reduce confusion” (Brown, Bull and Pendlebury 19). APCL
(accreditation of prior certificated learning) was another element of the APL discussion
that was added to clarify that it referred solely to prior certificated learning. Due to the
large number of terms available to describe this learning some have adopted the term
RPL (Recognition of Prior Learning) to include all forms of prior learning regardless of
their origin. It has also attempted to ease the confusion between academics and students
who were unsure as to what was relevant within a portfolio and its relevance in the
process. The NQAI have more recently introduced the term RNFIL (Recognition of
Non Formal and Informal Learning) to describe learning which is experiential in nature.
The NQAI are more concerned with the recognition of informal and non formal learning
as its development is far less than the recognition of formal learning.

Goughian, who pioneered the idea of the Partnership through Accreditation and
Learning (PAL) process or vertical sandwich, developed an approach of how
programmes focusing on the needs of learners and the workplace should be structured.
As can be seen from Fig 6.1, the traditional approach to education and training is for the
work placement to be sandwiched in between time spent in an educational institution.
Therefore the learning in the workplace is seen as something separate to that attained in
the higher education institution. In the case of learners, using the traditional approach of
education and training they do not readily identify with the correlation of the learning
from the workplace and the institution. Instead they see them as two separate entities.
In the case of the Vertical Sandwich approach to education and training, the workplace
is seen as an integral part of the process with the workplace feeding into the experience
of the learner within the education institution. The learner then can fully contextualise
their learning from the educational institution and the end result is a more effective
worker.

The PAL approach to programme development is congruent with the concepts of the
recognition of formal and informal learning, work-based learning and life long and life
wide learning.
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Fig 6.1 The PAL Process (Goughian 5-6)

All of these concepts and ideas reinforce the use towards the recognition of prior
learning and its valuable contribution and validity in society. This also marked a change
from certificated learning being the only form of learning that was acceptable or
appropriate. That is not to say recognition of informal learning had not occurred, but
more that it had never been given a ‘place’ in academic circles. This is being adressed
by the National Qualifications Frameworks of Ireland and internationally, as outlined in
the chapter 2. The Irish education system now has draft policy enacted in both HETAC
and FETAC levels to the integration of APEL, APE and APCL into the academic
structures in Ireland. The NQAI also issued their guidelines on the recognition of
informal and non formal learning in June 2005.

Assessment instruments of informal, non formal and formal learning
When discussing assessment within the context of referring to the different forms of
learning, it is necessary to divide them into the three separate forms of learning. The
reason for this is that extensive expertise and knowledge relates more to the assessment
of formal learning since this practice has developed over thousands of years. There also
have been numerous methods identified as being suitable for the assessment of a
students learning under formal settings. The parameters for any method to be used for
assessing any form of learning are that it should be valid, reliable and authentic. There
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has been extensive questioning and debate over some methods not being consistent with
these standards. Nevertheless, Peter Knight outlined fifty different assessment methods
(Appendix K) that could be used in the assessment of formal learning. Not all of these
are applicable to every formal learning situation but their use is determined by their
relativity to the learning situation and the discipline. Despite there being so many
assessment methods identified, through questioning of academic staff it becomes
apparent that only a limited number and range of assessment methods are used either
collectively or by individual academic staff members and that there is little variation
over the years. In the surveying of 68 lecturing staff from various different departments
in Cork Institute of Technology (as outlined in chapter 5 and 7) a trend emerged as to
the types of assessment methods they used. Fig 6.2 outlines the findings of this
research.
Assessment types

1 % 1%

Case study
Dissertation
□ Essay
□ Essay exam
■ MCQ's
□ Performance and exhibitions
■ Portfolio

12%
□ Presentation
■ Problem Solving
■ Project
□ Report on Practical
□ Short answer
■ Thesis and Oral

Fig 6.2 : % of popularity of assessment type

This diagram gives an overall sense of the methods used for assessing learning within a
higher education institution. Problem solving accounted for 30% of use as an
assessment method regardless of discipline studied. Fig 6.3 details out the top
assessment methods by discipline.
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Discipline

Science

Engineering

Music

Art

Maritime
College

Business
and
Humanities

Essay

Project

Presentation

MCQ’s

Case Study

10%
Problem
Solving
70%
Project

4%
Essay exam

Performance
and
Exhibitions
100%

50%
Dissertation

25%
Essay
Exam
25%
Portfolio

4%
Essay

Assessment
method
Method
1

Method
2
Method 3

Method 4

Method 5

Method 6

Method 7
Method 8

10%
Short
answer
10%

16%
Problem
solving
36%
Report on
practical
12%
Thesis and
oral
4%
Dissertation

50%

25%
Problem
Solving
25%

42%
Essay Exam
12%
Portfolio
12%
Presentation
4%
Problem
Solving
12%
Project
4%
Short
Answer
12%

4%
MCQs
8%
Short answer
16%

Fig 6.3 % of popularity of assessment type per school in Cork Institute of Technology

The reason for inclusion of these results is that they highlight an issue within the higher
education institution surveyed in the academic year 2005/2006 regarding assessment
methods. In excess of 300 portfolios were submitted for formal recognition of prior
learning in that year. Portfolios are mentioned only in a small minority of disciplines as
an assessment method. Therefore, the question exists if the portfolio is viewed as
something aside from an assessment method?

This is further complicated if one is to assume that all methods are valid, reliable and
authentic and that no bias or subjectivity exists within the methods. There is
considerable debate about formal examinations and their reliability in indicating a
students learning. It is thought that it may indicate a student’s ability to memorise
information more than actually having the knowledge, skill and competence. Despite
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the increased uneasiness with some of the methods they continue to exist, more due to
the longevity of their existence and use than to their validity as an appropriate method.
When asked why they use the particular methods it is more due to custom than a
conscious effort on the part of the academic staff to seek out a method that suits the
purpose whilst also ensuring that it correctly measures what it should do. This approach
is not exclusive to the Cork Institute of Technology but has been documented by many
authors globally. Brown and Bull comprehensively discussed the area of assessment and
student learning. They commented that “the diagnostic function of an assessment is
often lost in the administrative machinery of the system” (Brown, Bull and Pendlebury
12). They also emphasised that “the effectiveness of the assessment method depends
upon the particular assignment set, not merely on the method of assessment” (Brown,
Bull and Pendlebury 44). This discussion highlights the challenge to academic staff in
the selection of assessment methods which they use. It requires them to consider the
purpose of the assessment but also the purpose of the teaching and learning element of
the subject or module.

As an increased number of courses are now modularised and semesterised, the pressure
on the academic staff to consider this challenge is even greater. The reality of increased
numbers of students to assess within a reduced amount of time, coupled with the
requirement to provide feedback and a grade, has academic staff searching for more
appropriate methods of assessment.

Appropriate instruments of assessment for informal and non formal learning are more
difficult to identify whilst also being consistent with the characteristics of assessment.
The literature available on assessment methods for these forms of learning is also
limited as its application hasn’t fully integrated into academia or if so is reinforced by
traditional formal assessment methods as a way of double assessing. The usual debate
centres on the suitability of formative or summative assessment methods. The focus
traditionally has been on summative assessment in higher education and on formative in
the assessment of informal and non- formal learning.

The debate has centred on the concept of “sustainable assessment” (Bond and Palchikov
1) which is consistent with the concept of life long learning. Sustainable assessment is
defined as “assessment that meets the needs of the present and prepares students to meet
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their own future learning needs” (D. Bond) 1. Though solutions do exist, their
implementation has been hindered. According to Bond the reluctance is due to the
“institutional systematic barriers and inhibitions and constraints within learners that
arise as a function of their prior experience of being assessed” (Bond and Palchikov 6).
However, as an argument put forward by Boud and Palchikov
“constructive alignment of teaching, learning and assessment is important, but assessment must be
aligned not only to immediate learning outcomes, but also with what is expected for long-term formal,
non-formal and informal learning” (Boud and Palchikov 7).

However, some methods that have been used to capture this fonn of learning include
portfolios, diaries, testimonials, reports, interviews, presentations, video tapings,
recordings and photographs. In relation to non formal learning, where no formal
certificate has been awarded, having human resource records and training records and
information are a few of the ways of confirming that a person has a certain level of
learning already completed. The one major difference between assessment methods of
formal learning in comparison to informal or non formal learning is that the latter
require more detail and more input as the learning does not exist within a neat
predefined syllabus as in the case of formal learning. There is also considerable
discussion about the validity of informal / non formal assessment methods within
academic circles.

In the survey of the 68 academic professionals and through numerous informal
discussions in staff training sessions in a higher education institution where the use of
portfolios is used, the author enquired about their opinions of documenting informal and
non formal learning. The reactions to the recognition of informal learning are quite
varied. Some are quite reluctant to see the learning from an informal setting as being
equal or similar to the learning a student would gain in a formal setting through their
lectures. There are diverse opinions as to why this reluctance exists but the general
sentiment is that those in the formal education setting can feel threatened by the
existence of valid learning that did not require their involvement. These opinions are not
representative of all academics. However it is still important to note their existence.
Also at issue is the traditional concept of the master and the student and the structures
and relationships based on this.
In chapter 4, the portfolio was identified as one of the tools/ ways that informal learning
can be captured for assessment and/or for reflective means. By its nature informal
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learning can be difficult to document to the same standard and extent as formal learning
methods. As previously discussed, informal learning is more incidental and spontaneous
in nature so it doesn’t develop with reference to any “intentionally-organised body of
knowledge” (Livingstone 2)

As defined by D.W Livingstone
“Informal Learning is any activity involving the pursuit of understanding, knowledge or skill which
occurs without the presence of externally imposed curricular criteria. (Livingstone 4)”

As previously stated the validity of this form of learning is increasingly being
recognised as it integrates into the idea of lifelong and life-wide learning. It is also
coupled with the realisation by the national and international policy makers in relation
to education and training as well as employers that academic standing isn’t the only way
that one can gain knowledge, skill and competence in particular elem.ents. It also
reflects the idea that not all skills can be gained within the formal academic structures
and it is only through learning by doing that one gains the competence in those skills.
There have also been certain areas of society that would lend themselves more to the
areas of informal learning than formal given their make up and participants. The author
is referring to groups such as community based workers and occupations which
traditionally didn’t have or require formal education and training.

The fundamental difficulty for society when dealing with informal learning is that we
are conditioned to only deal with a persons skills under the guise of formal learning .
This can be very true in the employment market where an individual is asked to set out
their academic achievements in an application form. Again this reinforces our old
school of thought which focused on accomplishments and not abilities. Society may feel
a false sense of security with the idea that a person with an Honours Bachelors degree is
competent and learned in all aspects of their four years of academia. In a lot of areas this
doesn’t always work as a student is taught in theory and not necessarily practice/ reality
which can exist at opposite ends of a spectrum.

This is not attempting to undermine academic achievements and academic standing, but
to suggest that more powerful learning may come from experiencing something in a
context as opposed to just reading about it in a book. However, in relation to informal
learning, as it occurs in a haphazard way without necessarily having structure or
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direction, it can be difficult to apply structure to it after the event if no parameters are
applied to it. In a previous chapter, the author has attempted to discuss the various
methods that can be used to capture informal learning.

For the basis of this chapter, the author wishes to further discuss the portfolio as a valid,
unique and robust way of capturing informal learning whilst also adhering to the same
requirements of any formal assessment method.

The portfolio can be used for gathering and presenting informal, non formal and formal
learning and the structure should be such that it allows the developer to present all skills
and competencies together.

The Learning Portfolio
A portfolio as a demonstration of someone’s work or abilities has been used to varying
degrees throughout history. Our familiarity with the portfolio historically relates to the
occupation of artist, architects or engineer, who would have used the portfolio to
demonstrate their abilities, and would have invariably provided a portfolio
demonstrating their previous work. This gave their potential clients an insight into the
level of ability they had in relation to a particular task. People’s portfolios will
demonstrate their aptitudes for particular tasks but seldom will show persons with
similar abilities in all areas.

Annis and Jones (1995) defined student portfolios as
“a multidimensional, documented collection of ....a ... student’s work put together in an organised way
and including a reflective discussion of the materials contained in the portfolio”. (Zubizarreta 15)

Zubizarreta defined the learning portfolio as
“a flexible, evidence-based tool that engages students in a process of continuous reflection and
collaborative analysis of learning. As written text, electronic display, or other creative project, the
portfolio captures the scope, richness, and relevance of students’ learning. The portfolio focuses on
purposefully and collaboratively selected reflections and evidence for both improvement and assessment
of students’ learning” (Zubizarreta 16).

These descriptions relate to the use of the learning portfolio to represent the general
learning achievement of the learner. In the context of giving formal recognition to prior
learning, these find appropriate use in the allocation of general credit. The work
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conducted in relation to this research has, however, a different focus. It relates to the
processes and instruments used for the award of specific credit- that awarded for
evidence of learning equivalent to specified learning outcomes of particular modules
within programmes of education/training formally validated within national
qualification frameworks. As such, the learning portfolio is a specific tool designed for
this purpose. It should not therefore be confused with a portfolio designed to attract
general credit, to aet as a confidence building measure supporting entry or re-entry to
the formal education system for non-traditional learners or a number of other purposes
served by the recording of a general reflective process endeavouring to capture the
totality of an individual’s learning.
It should be acknowledged that a number of the outcomes achieved by the preparation
of a general learning portfolio, can also derive from the completion of a learning
portfolio for the award of specific credit. It is desirable therefore that the template
designed for a learning portfolio for the award of speeific credit within the formal
education/training system should also allow for the openness and potential for learner
development contained within the general learning portfolio process.

These descriptions of portfolios do not focus on specifics but on generalities. They
present a person’s work but are not specifically focused on one particular subject area.
1 his is the fundamental difference between portfolios used previously and those used
today. There is some confusion about the use of the portfolio and where its functions
best lie. In reference to this, it is a matter of discussion as to whether the portfolio is a
more useful as a tool for assessment purposes or as a method which enables one to
gather their learning in one place and to reflect on this, without having the pressures of
examination from others. It is debatable that onee the portfolio is brought into the realm
of academia that its core advantages of openness and development are lost and replaced
by insecurity and the measure of performance as determined by others.

This type of discussion is outside the parameters of this research, but as the researcher
has direct experience of the portfolio being used as a self reflective, learning gathering
tool and as an assessment tool then the discussion is no longer a difficult one.

In general, in relation to portfolios, it must be said that they shouldn’t be structured or
designed in such a way that they restrict content and development. As such a portfolio
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with a prescribed structure should be similar to a blank canvas and it is up to the
developer of the portfolio to mould that canvas in a way that they feel is most
appropriate. The portfolio should also enable one to add in their formal, informal and
non formal learning in one structure, enabling interaction and links to be formed.
Similar to a jigsaw puzzle a portfolio should show the picture of a person’s learning
whilst also fitting together to give a complete picture on where a person is coming from
to the new venture.

The learning portfolio transcends academia and has relevance in the work place and
self-development areas. Due to the flexibility of its structure it can adapt to many
different situations and scenarios and can be a tool that is used by many different
organisations. The learning portfolio is also increasing in popularity as a document
gathering tool for an individual to demonstrate their learning in a particular area. This
concept was further discussed in chapter 4 in the assessment of learning.

In summary, in the past a lot of people focused more on what they had completed in
academic circles or in work based situations, with relatively little emphasis on the
learning they obtained. It wouldn’t be misleading to make the assumption that most
people measured their success by the number of years in academia they completed and
by the number and duration of roles they had, with substantially less emphasis on the
learning they obtained from the above. This is where the focus has changed in recent
years whereby people are more interested in a persons learning and their ability to
reflect on their learning.
In more recent times the concept of active learning has come into the forefront for
consideration. Authors Bonwell and Eison (1991) defined active learning as “involving
students in doing things and thinking about what they are doing” (Zubizarreta 94)
Diagrammatically this model was as follows;
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Fig 6.3 Source: The Learning Portfolio; Reflective practice for improving student learning, Zubizarreta

The fundamental issue that arises when looking and identifying a persons learning is
that it doesn’t relate specifically to a set of skills but more a general collection of skills
and abilities. It is up to the owner of the learning to identify its applicability to a greater
skills set. Initially this can prove to be problematic for various reasons including
individuals not having the expertise and insight to see beyond the generalities of a job
they have held.
It is invariably the responsibility of workplace portfolio development mentors to prompt
the learner to the correct development of approach to the learning portfolio.

Learning Portfolio Structure
The learning portfolio does not have a specific global structure, it is seen as a flexible
tool that can be added to or subtracted from depending on the situation in which it is
being used. However, commonly it is approached from the perspective of an extended
CV where one would detail out where their learning originates from, identifying key
skills that they feel the reader would be interested in. The key to a successful portfolio is
that it is flexible enough to enable re-design by the user or portfolio developer.

In academia, the structure of the learning portfolio can include the extended CV, as well
as a learning achieved section and evidence / supporting documentation section. The
reason why a learning achieved section is included in an academic learning portfolio for
the benefit of advanced entry, or individual/ multiple exemption application, is that
within academia there are subject syllabi which details the outcomes of learning. These
can be used as the yard stick by which individuals can gauge their learning. There is
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considerable discussion as to whether these learning outcomes are the minimum
standards of learning; however this is outside the relevance of this text. What these
learning outcomes provide the developer and assessor of a learning portfolio are
standards against which every ones learning can be measured.

In appendix L an example of an academic learning portfolio structure is included. This
structure has also transcended into many workplace learning portfolios, in the sense that
a set of skills or competences are developed by the management or experts in the
industry or workplace. Examples of this would include Engineers Ireland, which uses a
portfolio structure to document an individual’s w'ork place learning against a
prescriptive list of competencies. All applicants interested in gaining associateship of
this professional body are equally measured and judged. A number of industries are also
following this approach of developing workplace competencies that are applicable to
their workers. They then use these to gain recognition for the learning the individual
may have in a particular area. The Pharmachem industry in Ireland which is highly
specialised, has developed a programme in conjunction with Skillsnet and Cork Institute
of Technology to recognise the specialist knowledge that their supervisors have
obtained in industry. They used the learning portfolio as a tool to gather the relevant
information from their employees and accreditation and awards were given based on the
information they provided. There are other industries which recently have sought to use
the learning portfolio to document a persons current learning in particular competencies.
The Naval Service are using the learning and reflective portfolios at a level 8 on the
National Framework of Qualifications to record officers learning in relation to two
modules on their BSc in Nautical Science.

In order for the learning portfolio to be used in so many different scenarios it must be
flexible in structure. In order to achieve this, a number of headings are provided as
guidelines to the applicant with instruction to delete any headings that may be irrelevant
to them. In relation to the evidence provided, if the learning portfolio is to be applicable
to all forms of learning regardless of its origins then the supporting documentation to be
used must also be flexible. This is due to the fact that learning does not only occur in
one way but occurs in a variety of ways and not just by one means.
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As there are several different uses for the learning portfolio within academia, it may be
useful to create several different versions to cater for the particular type of portfolio.
The several different types of learning portfolio identified are detailed in Appendix M.
The advantage of creating different versions of framework is that there is inbuilt
guidance for the student on how to complete their learning portfolio and to assist them
in identifying what is most relevant in their learning portfolio and avoids confusion with
irrelevant sections.

The different classifications of learning portfolio could include the following;
•

A learning portfolio based on prior certificated learning

• A learning portfolio based on prior work based learning
•

A learning portfolio based on a combination of prior certificated and work based
learning

The combination of certificated and experiential learning portfolio is the most common
form for many disciplines whilst an experiential learning portfolio is more customary in
social care and community development. There are several reasons why this is the case.
However, in many disciplines there can be areas that people could access and work in
without certificated learning or for those who may have entered into at an early age and
who now find that it is an area in which they would like to participate. Additional to this
is the development of academia internationally, the achievements of people are
invariably measured through the academic achievements they have gained over their
life.

Therefore, areas that traditionally may have not focused on professionalisation may now
feel that society no longer is accepting of this and requires that all attain a certain level
of training and development and qualifications to reflect this.

The learning portfolio is predominantly used as an assessment tool, especially when
referring to academia. However, its applicability can be used within professional
development also. It is a tool that is publicised as identifying achievements in learning
and development or direction in career or areas that are of particular interest. There is
also the idea that the learning portfolio can assist those without certificated learning to
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identify the learning they have in relation to entry into a course, or application for a job.
Again this reinforces the idea that the learning portfolio as a flexible tool.

The approach that is used for the learning portfolio within academia can also depend on
the stage of the students’ application and the discipline for which it is being prepared.
There is much debate as to the appropriate or suitable structure of portfolios in award
years if it is assumed that they will contribute to the overall grade point average and
therefore must be awarded a grade. In order to give an assessor greater insight into a
students’ learning, they must write essay style answers, ensuring that they relate these
to relevant items and provide their personal reflections and insights on them.
Assessment rubrics must also be provided to ensure consistency in the assessment of the
portfolios over time.

The assessment rubrics that are constructed can be quite generic to ensure that, in the
case of a large educational institution, the assessment of learning portfolios is in keeping
with the concepts of reliability and consistency and that the assessors can contextualise
the parameters of the assessment to their own discipline. Several examples of these
rubrics are provided in Appendix H. The benefit of using rubrics is that the nature of the
assessment is evident to both the assessor and the student so that both can be aware of
the basis of decisions made. However, contrary to what may be believed, by creating an
awareness of how the application will be assessed does not ensure an exceptional
application by every student. Similarly, a student who knows what the assessor will
look for in a examination question, may be fully aware of what is required may not be
capable of providing an optimum or even an adequate answer. There is much discussion
regarding this point as some assessors feel that the student is being assisted in their
application or insight into how to score very well on the exam/ learning portfolio
application. The general impression is that those more familiar with the learning
portfolio are less threatened by supplying the student with the rubrics as they appreciate
that it doesn’t give them any advantage over those who may not have such insight into
how the assessment process will take place.
There is increased use of rubric not only within academia but also professional body
examinations and assessments. Given the nature of the learning and reflective portfolios
and the range that it could encompass then limitations are required, otherwise a portfolio
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submission could be infinite in nature and not address the key information which the
assessor requires.

So far the learning portfolios which have been addressed are paper based. The reason
for using paper based portfolios has been because they focus the task on the information
required, and not on the medium used. If an electronic means is used to gather the
information, what may occur is that then the method of submitting the information may
dominate the process. A consequence of this is that the submission may not be to the
standard required because of the method used.

The author of this research has experienced this first hand with portfolio development
applicants with low IT skills who are given a word document framework to assist them
in compiling their learning portfolio. Initially the applicants are introduced to the
framework to make them aware of its existence but the focus of the meeting is more on
the content of the subject/ module than the framework. The main concern of the
portfolio development mentor is the learning of the applicant in comparison to the
content of the subject/module. They encourage the student to only think about the
framework once they have identified their learning relevant to the subject or module. It
is common that applicants question as to why they can’t immediately use the framework
to complete their portfolio, which they are not encouraged to do. The risk is that the task
becomes focused on the portfolio template as opposed to consciously thinking of the
relevant information which should be included to give the assessor and reader an insight
into the extent of the prior learning of the author.

This is a fundamental point which can be lost. That is, if a method is used to gather
information for recognition of informal and non formal learning which is unfamiliar to
the applicant, there can be an incorrect focus of their attention away from the purpose of
the exercise. Essentially what results is an invalid or insufficient application in regard to
content.
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Reflective Portfolio’s
A reflective portfolio is a learner’s perspective on what they have learned formally and
if it has relevance to them on a day to day basis. It is the analysis and questioning of
information which he or she as a learner has been exposed to and determining the
similarities and differences between theory and practice.

Traditional learners within formal programmes, seldom question what they are being
told by academics and those regarded as the ‘experts’. In the case of the majority of
learners, the purpose of the learning is seen solely as successfully passing final
examinations and gaining the qualification. In the case of the traditional learner within
formal programmes, the learning which they achieve is impossible to contextualise as
they are not in the workforce. These traditional learners are in the 17-23 year old age
group. Their experience of the workplace is limited as they are attending full time
formal education. In the author’s own experience the result is that the student does not
retain all they have learnt in the education institution and will only recall specific areas
if it has relevance to their workplace.
Reflective portfolios are useful within all formal programmes but especially those
developed in partnership with the workplace or for programmes such as those with
mature students. The reason for this is that the learner is able to put their learning into
context and determine whether it truly has relevance outside of academia. In the case of
the traditional undergraduate students who comes straight from second level to third
level education they, will be able to formulate opinions but they will be limited in their
ability to reflect.

Reflective portfolios also enable the learner to identify their practice within a workplace
i.e. focusing in on their informal and non formal learning. As a consequence, reflective
portfolios could be seen as encompassing a learners’ reflection on their formal, informal
and non formal learning. The reflective portfolio is developed after the learning
portfolio which outlines their learning relevant to a particular discipline or area. The
reflective portfolio involves the learner asking themselves questions similar to the
following;
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• What did you do?
•

Why did you do it?

• Why did you do it that way? - tradition, always done that way , that is the way you
did it before ...
• Could it be done better? - looking at the theory of the course , what did you learn if
anything
• How could it be done better? What do you think?
• It could be the case that you can see all the above but given your position in the
workplace you are restricted in what you can implement even though you recognize
the benefits of doing so. If this is the case then it must be clearly documented in your
reflective portfolio.

The reflective portfolio can be used within the assessment of informal and non formal
learning. It provides the assessor with a greater insight into the learning which has been
achieved. In programmes linked with the workplace, in which the author has been
involved, the reflective portfolio is used in addition to the learning portfolio as an
assessment tool. The advantage of using the reflective portfolio is that it not only
informs an assessor and gives a greater insight into the learning of the individual, but
also the learners increases their learning as they contextualize the formal learning to
their own situations.

The structure of the reflective portfolio can be similar to the learning portfolio but the
learner is not required to submit evidence of their learning. An example of a reflective
portfolio template is included in Appendix L. In the case of learners, a fully reflective
portfolio may be unnecessary. In some cases where a reflective portfolio is being
submitted then a submission of ca.a thousand words may be sufficient at the end of the
learning portfolio.

The main difficulty with reflective portfolios is that they require training on how they
should be completed. Reflective writing and practice is different from what a significant
number of learners are familiar with and so training is required to ensure that they
understand the task/ assessment method before they can begin.
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A reflective portfolio is also assessed using an assessment rubric similar to those in
appendix H. The same rubric can be used for the assessment of learning and reflective
portfolios as the criteria being assessed are identical.

In the primary research phase work-place learners who were required to compile
learning and reflective portfolios were questioned. The findings of this research are
outlined in chapter 7.

Electronic Portfolios
In an age where everything is automated and stored electronically as much as possible
then there is a natural progression towards electronic portfolios. In higher education in
Ireland, the Higher Education Authority has invested significantly in the Strategic
Innovation fund strategies to look at the development of e-portfolios and electronic
applications by students. It is certainly an area which will become more of an issue in
the future, where more people are engaging in lifelong learning , workplace up-skilling
initiatives which will all require the recording of the skills of an individual. The
movement of people globally also naturally lends itself to the paperless environment as
realistically it is more convenient to electronically transmit a curriculum vitae than
using the postal service.

When examining the type of electronic portfolios that are being constructed, they very
much take their cue from the paper based portfolio. There is an abundance of software
applications available to people such as Pebblepad, Folio, Angel which all provide a
standard application which people can use to construct an e-porfolio. The premise of
this proprietary software is that it enables a person to digitally gather information about
themselves and is flexible in its use to facilitate applying for a job or course application.
The framework is owned by the developer of the software and individuals pay to use the
application.

In the case of K-12 in the United States and also in higher education institutions who
have a system of e-portfolios the templates tend to be developed in house as there are
specifics which must be included by the applicant.
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A further distinction can be made between e-portfolios as identified by Dr Helen Barrett
(2006) who compared learning portfolios used as assessment of learning and for
learning. (FIG 6.4)

As a pioneer in the area of e-portfolios, Barrett sees that the e-portfolio can facilitate
interaction and change the pedagogy of interaction. The idea is that using an electronic
portfolio can be motivating for a person and provide them with an opportunity to
express their own ideas, post work and also receive feedback. If it is appropriate then it
may also be possible to invite co-authors to contribute and so develop a “Wiki” scenario
where there are several contributors to a piece. In the case of Wikipedia this has proven
to be a very popular way of bringing together several authors of a single item together.

The following diagram discusses the use of portfolios and e-portfolios in assessment. As
outlined by Barrett “formative assessment is key to learning” (Barrett and Carney). In
considering the use of portfolios in assessing learning, there is a notable difference
between assessing for learning and the assessment of learning. In the case of‘assessing
for learning’, as outlined by Barrett, self and peer assessment is key. In the case of the eportfolio the structure is paramount in supporting the individuals’ assessment for
learning, Fig6.4 outlines the differences required in the portfolio structure depending on
whether it is for formative or summative purposes.

Portfolios used for the Assessment of Portfolios that support Assessment for
Learning
Purpose

Learning
of

portfolio

prescribed

institution
Artifacts

by Purpose of portfolio agreed upon with
learner

mandated

by

institution

determine outcomes of instruction

to Artifacts selected by learner to tell the
story of their learning

Portfolio usually developed at the end of a Portfolio maintained on an ongoing basis
class , term or program - time limited

throughout the class, term or program time flexible

Portfolio and/or artefacts usually “scored” Portfolio and artefacts reviewed with
based on a rubric and quantitative data is learner and used to provide feedback to
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collected for external audiences

improve learning

Portfolio is usually structured around a set Portfolio organisation is determined by
of outcomes, goals or standards

learner or negotiated with mentor/ advisor/
teacher

Sometimes used to make high stakes Rarely used for high stakes decisions
decisions
Summative - what has been learned to Formative - what are the learning needs in
date? (past to present)

the future ? (present to future )

Requires Extrinsic motivation

Fosters Intrinsic motivation - engages the
learner

Audience : external - little choice

Audience:

learner,

family,

friends -

learner can choose
FIG 6.4 Source : Authentic Assessment with Electronic Portfolios using common Software and Web 2.0
Tools; Helen C Barrett, Ph.D. 2006

E-portfolio’s provide significant advantages to the learner and the educational
institution. It facilitates the learners’ development and enables them to record their
learning over time. In the case of a majority of e-portfolio systems a database of
relevant information can be compiled and then selected for presentation by the learner
depending on the requirements of the brief As in the authors own experience of paper
based portfolios, space issues can arise due to the volume of portfolios received in an
academic year by an educational institution. As a portfolio is regarded as examination
material then security and confidentiality issues exist similar to those of the more
traditional examination scripts. It isn’t feasible to a higher education institution to
facilitate the high volume, long term storage of paper based portfolios due to space
issues alone. The e-portfolio provides an effective solution to this problem. An
application for recognition of informal and non formal learning can be securely
accessed and stored for an extended period of time. The e-portfolio also facilitates the
need if multiple assessors are required to view the work. This would be relevant in the
case of advanced entry and full award applications.

While the advantages and possibilities of e-portfolios are apparent, issues do exist with
in relation to their use for the assessment of learning. Authentication of evidence is one
such issue. Software solutions do exist to ensure that evidence submitted in support of
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an e-portfolio is authentic. Issues also arise relating to the scanning of documentation
pertaining to evidence of learning and the question of what onus would be on the higher
education institution to provide such facilities also arises.

The fundamental barrier to the full implementation of e-portfolios into a higher
education institution is the readiness of the learner. The cohort of students in the 20- 30
age bracket would possibly have little issues with information technology and computer
usage. As identified in chapter 3, the learners in most need of recognition of their
informal and non formal learning are those that have been out of the education and
training systems for some time. Their familiarity with the latest advancements in
technology may be limited. The author would suggest that through the use of eportfolios, higher education institution could be marginalising potential learners even
more. As a consequence, the author would suggest that e-portfolios and paper based
portfolios would co-exist within a higher education institution and the aptitude of the
learner would determine the template which they would use. An alternative would be to
conduct training courses on the completion of an e-poilfolio template so that the learner
is supported in their task. Regardless of whether a person is compiling an electronic or
paper based portfolio there will be a need for mentoring and support to be available to
the learner so that they are guided sufficiently through the process.

Mentoring
Mentoring is defined by Dunn et al as;
“ The process based on a partnership between two individuals within a context where the mentor shares
his or her professional and personal expertise with another for mutual benefit. Mentoring relationships are
characterised by a degree of uniqueness, not only across disciplines but also on a case-by-case basis.
“(Dunn, Morgan and O'Reilly 96)

Mentor support and guidance is paramount in the completion of a learning portfolio.
Support and encouragement is required by the learner to identify the relevant learning
which they should input into their portfolio. In the case of an individual with informal
and non formal learning, who has not been involved in education and training a mentor
will be a vital resource which they will require.

II

The initial task for a mentor in working with individuals with informal and non formal
learning will be to help them realise the level of learning that they have accomplished.

In the experience of the author, informal and non formal learners seldom have an
appreciation of the extent of their learning. The primary reason for this is that their
learning is seen by them as ‘just what they do’ on a day to day basis. In relation to
formal recognition of their learning, they do not contextualise their informal and non
formal learning in this manner. Therefore, difficulty can arise in establishing linkages
between what they have acquired informally and what is required formally by education
institutions and awarding bodies.

The mentor should possess knowledge of what is required in order for him/her to be
useful to a learner. It is necessary that in the case of a portfolio, the mentor is
knowledgeable as to the content of a portfolio and what the learner is required to input.
Ideally, the mentor should be someone who is not a friend or close colleague of the
learner. In the experience of the author the most effective mentors for work-based
learning programmes are supervisors or managers of the learner. They are readily aware
of the tasks performed by the learner and the informal and non formal learning they
have acquired. It is not necessary that a mentor be available in a work place. An
academic mentor can also be assigned to assist a learner in the compilation of their
learning portfolio. The academic mentor will not possess the same level of insight into
the learning of a person with informal and non formal learning. This should not inhibit
the learner, as a portfolio is essentially a representation of their learning and not that of
the mentors.

There are an increasing number of workplaces who are realising the benefit of having
trained mentors on hand to assist those with informal and non formal learning access
education and training. As outlined in chapter 7 in the primary research, the use of
workplace mentors in the BA in Sales assisted the learners in compiling a portfolio of
their learning in relation to ten workplace competencies. The payoff for the workplace
in having workplace mentors was that they gained a greater insight into the strengths of
their workforce which also paid dividends. The development of workplace mentors
facilitates the movement towards a ‘learning society’ and a ‘learning organisation’.
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The benefits of mentoring to a worker with informal and non formal learning include
the following;
•

Increased skills and knowledge

•

Increased potential for career mobility and promotion

•

Improved understanding of their roles in the organisation

• A supportive environment in which successes and failures can be evaluated in a nonconfrontational manner
• A powerful learning tool to acquire competencies and professional experience
•

Development of professional skills and self-confidence

•

Recognition and satisfaction

•

Encourages different perspectives and attitudes to one’s work

In order for mentoring to successfully be applied, certain agreements are advantageous.
Appendix O contains examples of mentoring agreement and learning agreement
templates. In order for the mentoring relationship to be successful the author would
suggest that agreements of this nature would be put in place. Their content specifies the
expectations on each party in the mentoring relationship. These agreements are
specifically relevant in workplace mentoring and mentoring in academic programmes.

Conclusion
This chapter has focused on the learning portfolio as a valid, reliable and authentic
method for the assessment of informal and non formal learning. It has comprehensively
discussed the features of the learning portfolio and its use within academia. Chapter 7
outlines in more detail how the portfolio is used for capturing learning within academic
programmes for the purpose of summative assessment.

In an age where technological advancement and technology are creating opportunities,
the author has discussed the development and use of e-portfolios within academia to
capture informal and non formal learning.

The conclusion of the author in relation to the use of the assessment of informal and non
formal learning is that the learning portfolio provides a flexible solution for learners and
assessors. As informal and non formal learners are individual in the sense that no two
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learners will have acquired identical informal and non formal learning the portfolio
facilitates these differences. In relation to the characteristics of assessment (validity,
reliability and authenticity) the portfolio is a method which is as robust as any other
traditionally used assessment method.

The portfolio is increasingly being recognised and accepted by academia in relation to
the recording and assessment of learning. In the experience of the author programmes
are now using the portfolio as the primary assessment method due to its flexibility of
use and its ability to accurately record the learning of an individual.

There are certain drawbacks associated with the use of portfolios, including those of
being time consuming to construct and to assess. However, the author would argue that
it possibly gives a more accurate insight into the actual learning of a person. Plagiarism
is another issue which can be mentioned in relation to a portfolio however this is not in
the authors opinion unique to portfolios but relevant to all assessment methods.

14

Chapter 7 - Research findings
Introduction

This chapter aims to discuss the findings of the primary research phase as set out in
chapter 5. The research conducted underlines the documentary evidence found in
chapters 2, 3, 4 and 6 of this text. The research was conducted on groups with an
abundance of informal and non formal learning. They primarily operated in industries or
sectors where there is increased pressure for certificated and formal learning driven by
legislative or global industry / customer pressures.
The purpose of the research was to investigate the use of the portfolio and how
successful! the outcome was from an academic and user perspective. Though its
purpose was to investigate the learning portfolio the research also aimed to determine if
there were any better methods for recording informal and non formal learning.

As was outlined in chapter 5 on research methodology, the questions and methods used
for gathering the information were not duplicated across the groups and the reasons for
approaching the research this way are outlined in the research methodology.
The areas intended to be addressed were as follows.
•

Policy

•

Assessment and assessment principles

• Acceptance as an appropriate assessment method

Policy

The NQAl, ‘New OECD Activity on Recognition of Non Formal and Informal
Learning, Ireland background report 2007’, outlines the emergence of the recognition of
informal and non formal learning on the policy agenda of Ireland. The report is a
comprehensive overview of the emergence of the recognition of prior learning, tracing
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its development back to the 1990’s when it first began to come onto the educational
agenda. In the current climate, due to demographic factors higher education institutions
are identifying new learners as opposed to concentrating solely on the standard Central
Applications Office (CAO) applicant.

The white paper on Adult Education, Learning for Life (2000) and a report by McGrath
in 2002, outlined a government committee report from 1973 which detailed several
issues related to higher education and the development of programmes which included a
provision for the recognition of prior work-based learning. The white paper on adult
education (2000) also discussed the question of accreditation of work based learning
and prior learning.

It is evident from the previous chapters on the National Qualifications Framework, that
there is extensive information documented with regard to the recognition of informal
and non formal learning.

As outlined earlier, there is considerable debate on the learning portfolio as a method of
gathering information to facilitate the formal assessment of informal and non formal
learning.

As documented in chapter 5, primary research was conducted for the purpose of
identifying several stakeholder’s impressions of the learning portfolio as a method of
showcasing their informal learning. This chapter will aim to outline the findings from
these different stakeholder groups.

The findings are not set out in a comparison of each other but more to demonstrate a
holistic view of the learning portfolio as a method of documenting informal learning.
The different stakeholder groups are identified as assessors, student/ applicants, work
supervisors and professional bodies.

As outlined in chapter 5, the primary research groups were not asked identical questions
and the research method used for gathering the information also varied. Rather, the
approaches used were tailored to the different groups so as to elicit the maximum
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possible information. The aim of the primary research phase was to document
(qualitatively) users impressions of the recognition of informal learning.

Research Findings

Assessors and Academic Lecturers
The initial group to be surveyed was the assessors and academic lecturers. The research
was conducted in a questionnaire format so as to receive as high an input from all the
different schools of study and departments. In total 68 responses were received, with a
breakdown as follows;
School of Cork Institute of Technology

Number received

Business and Humanities

26

Engineering

25

Science

10

Other ( NMCI , School of Music and

7

Crawford college of Art and Design)
Fig 7.1 Number of participants in survey per school

The purpose of starting the primary research in the higher education institution was that
within the Cork Institute of Technology a policy exists which enables all academic staff
to make students and interested parties aware of the existence of the recognition of prior
learning within full time and part time programmes. The policy as set out, allows for
exemptions to be granted in non-award years and for grades to be applied to
subjects/modules contributing to a final award. Therefore, in an award year, a person’s
informal and non formal learning is graded and contributes to the overall grade point
average result of that person. A report documenting the numbers per school who obtain
exemptions and advanced entry, whether experiential or certificated in nature, is
produced every academic year by the central RPL office. Though the report exists it
does not indicate the number of staff engaged in the process. Cork Institute of
Technology is also regarded nationally as one of the leading higher education
institutions in the recognition of prior learning, having over ten years experience in the
recognition of prior learning. So technically, there is an environment where it is
possible for all staff to embrace the policy and engage in as much practice as possible.
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The study aimed to determine the extent to which this was the case and to gain an
insight into assessors and lecturers general approach to assessment in formal
programmes.

In relation to the use of the portfolio as a method of assessing prior learning the
statistics for the academic years 2006- 2007 and 2007 - 2008 are as follows:

-•—2006/2007
■•—2007/2008
'

* /'

Business &
Humanities

^ tw

*1^

Science

NMCI

Engineering

FIG 7.2 Number of portfolios submitted for assessment per school 2006- 2008
Source: Cork Institute of Technology RPL office, April 2008

The survey is outlined in detail in Appendix J.
One of the initial questions asked was with regard to the assessment methods used by
the academic staff members in the assessment of students in continuous assessments and
final examinations. They were given a list of assessment methods and requested to rank
them accordingly. The learning portfolio was included as an option.

The findings were as follows;
Business and Humanities, 14 staff out of 26 rated the learning portfolio as a method
which they would use, of this 5 ranked the portfolio in their top 5 assessment methods.

Regarding the Science assessors, 4 staff out of ten ranked the learning portfolio as an
assessment method used while only 1 had it listed in their top 5.

Engineering staff were the strongest in ranking the use of the learning portfolio with 20
out of the 25 staff ranking it and 2 of these had it listed in their top 5.
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The other category consisted of various schools. Of the four staff who participated in
the survey from the National Maritime College of Ireland, 3 ranked the learning
portfolio as a method used and 1 ranked it in their top 5. The 2 staff from the Crawford
College of Art and Design both ranked the portfolio as a method used in their top 5 and
the individual who participated from the Cork School of Music ranked the portfolio but
not in her top 5.

The above findings show considerable variation between the disciplines and in the use
of the portfolio as an assessment method. In addition, given the RPL office report
information 2006 - 2008 available to the author regarding the number of portfolios
submitted per school for credit and exemption/ grade, it could be argued that the
portfolio is not seen as a method which assessors feel is relevant to assessing “regular”
students but it only has relevance of use for those with prior learning. The second
argument that could be made is that the assessment methods used by assessors are those
which they have been using for a considerable amount of time and have been traditional
within a field. Invariably assessors will use what they know and what they are familiar
with as opposed to using a method which is new and unfamiliar. The next section
regarding the reasons for selection of methods highlights this.

The academic staff was asked to list their reasons for selecting the particular assessment
methods as indicated in the previous question. They were given a list of seven reasons
which they had to rank according to the most relevant and the least relevant. They were
also given an opportunity to include a reason which wasn’t listed but was relevant to
them.

The reasons for selection of particular assessment methods by the different schools were
very similar. The Business and Humanities assessors/ lecturers listed as the predominant
reasons why they selected particular assessment methods;
•

Learning Outcomes

•

Class size

• Tradition
• Time eonstraints
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In the School of Science the reasons given for the selection of particular assessment
methods were as follows;
•

Learning outcomes

• Time constraints
•

Class size

One listed student needs as a determinant of the assessment method selected.

The assessors/ lecturers in the School of Engineering identified as the main reasons for
the selection of certain assessment methods;
•

Learning outcomes

•

Class size

•

Tradition

• Time constraints methods.
The influence of outside bodies was a reason mentioned by some of the cohort.

The final group of assessors from the National Maritime College of Ireland, School of
Music and Crawford College of Art and Design all listed as the main determinants of
the assessment methods selected in their departments;
•

Class size

•

Learning outcomes

•

Time

•

Outside bodies

The main point to note about these findings is that the needs of the learner are not a
consideration in the selection of assessment methods. These findings are in keeping
with Brown et al who compiled a list of the ‘weaknesses in assessment systems’ as
included in Appendix G.

The conclusion that can be arrived at from these findings is that though use of the
learning portfolio is policy within the institute and driven externally by the policies of f
HETAC and NQAI, the adoption on the ground is still very limited. Assessors/ lecturers
and course coordinators are not embracing the method. There is not a sense of
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ownership of the process and its applicability and usage within the different
departments. What is also very evident is that the assessors do not see it as a method
used by them even though the number of claims processed per year would suggest
otherwise. They may view it as something which is imposed and outside their control.

These findings highlighted an issue and a gap between policy and practice within the
institute which can only be overcome through further discussion and consultation with
the assessors/ lecturing staff. Since the initial survey was conducted, further questioning
was carried out with four lecturers from the Faculty of Engineering who were identified
and selected on the basis of being very active in the area of RPL and the use of a
learning portfolio to capture learning. They are not only very aware of what RPL is but
have been significantly involved in assessing RPL cases over a number of years. The
Faculty of Engineering was selected as, traditionally, it is an area which recognises
informal and non formal learning through its professional body of Engineers Ireland.

When questioned about RPL and the use of the learning portfolio, staff were aware of
its use but very uncertain on how one would approach assessing a learning portfolio,
especially for a grade in an award year. They requested that further training and
workshops be carried out in this area to ensure consistency in practice and fairness in
outcome for the student. Though they have substantial personal knowledge of the
method over an extended period of time, they are still not completely comfortable with
the method.

There is a substantial amount of policy which has been implemented in Irish educational
and training systems regarding the recognition of prior learning and the utilisation of the
portfolio as the tool to document that learning. It has been shown from the research
conducted that policy alone doesn’t immediately result in the adoption of the learning
portfolio as a valid, reliable and authentic method of assessment. Though it can be
shown that the portfolio is a method extensively used in some areas of education and
training, it appears that its use is more imposed on lecturers/ assessors rather than a
method of choice.
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C oncerns lor the I'litiire

Due to the changing approach to education and training in Ireland and within higher
education institutions the academic staff were asked to identify what their concerns
were for the future regarding assessment.
The future concerns of the assessors across all disciplines for assessment included the
following;
•

Class size

•

Principles of assessment - validity, reliability and authenticity

•

Abilities of assessment methods, or appropriateness to identify relevant learning

•

Identification the correct assessment methods

•

Varied reasons but an extensive proportion of them related to maintaining the
integrity of the course and to truly test the abilities of the students.

The concerns may vary but the reality of assessing big student cohorts was seen as not
providing them with opportunities for considering different or more appropriate
methods for assessing in the vast majority of cases.
These findings create a reality regarding assessment in practice. Regardless of the
writings in the area, adoption of new ways of capturing learning is done on a needs
basis. If assessors find that the methods they use are appropriate then they retain that
method. Secondly, as the statistics show, there is considerable experience in the use of
portfolios within the institute however from the responses of those surveyed it is not
seen as a method which could be applied to general assessment.

Student/ Work-based learners
The second group engaged with in the primary research phase were those who had
completed a professional development module which involved using a learning
portfolio to capture their learning. They also completed a reflective portfolio to
document how they could integrate new learning into their work-practice.

The reasons for selecting this group have been documented in chapter 5. The method
used for capturing the insight of this group was depth interview. The chapter will
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initially outline the findings relating to the worker/ students who were doeumenting
their learning in relation to work plaee eompeteneies as identified by their workplaee.
Seven students volunteered to partieipate in the study. Of this, five partieipants were
seleeted and questioned as to their opinion of the task of eompiling a learning and
refleetive portfolio. The questions posed are outlined in detail in ehapter 5.

The profile and the professional and edueational baekgrounds of the partieipants varied
eonsiderably. The personal motivations of eaeh of the respondents for doing the eourse
varied with one eommonality, that it was relevant to their role within the workplaee.

In relation to the roles assumed by the people in the study, two were managers, one was
at the level just below management and the remaining two were sales staff.
Of the five interviewed, three had some higher and further education courses completed
whilst the two managers had finished with their formal education at second level. In
regard to the three who had completed some third level / further education, the two sales
staff were very direct in the education path they had chosen whilst the third was less
sure of where she was going in her education and training. She commented that in the
past she thought that “everything was measured in academic basis and as a result she
was constantly striving to get more qualifications”.
The two managers who had no higher or further education completed prior to
commencing the Bachelor Degree in Sales, had undergone some workplace training
during their careers. However, as one commented, he regretted “that he never went to
college and wanted to prove to himself he could do if’.

None of the respondents had any experience of their work-place learning having any
bearing on a formal qualification prior to commencing the Bachelor Degree in Sales. It
was unanimously agreed that it was good that learning in the workplace was seen as
being valid in the education sphere. As one of the respondents stated; “somebody who
spends two years in a learning environment (college) will not have as much learning as
someone who is in the workplace for two years”. They felt that it was very beneficial
that this learning was being formally recognised by higher education as being relevant.

The learning and reflective portfolios were a new method of assessment to all those
questioned. The reaction to them varied, two of the respondents stated that they
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preferred formal exams as it was something with which they were “familiar” and they
also felt that it was possible for them to “learn anything off’. Therefore, they felt that it
was easier to gauge how they would get on in the formal examinations whilst the
learning and reflective portfolios were difficult to gauge due to the unfamiliarity. Only
one of the respondents of the five felt that it was going to be more difficult to pass, the
reason stated being that it “stemmed from the uncertainty of something so different”.

Overall, the verdict of the learning and reflective portfolio was that it was a very
positive assessment method. It demanded them to look at exactly what they do in their
workplace and become more conscious of their learning. One respondent commented
that the reflective portfolio even made them “re-evaluate how they did the learning in
the first place”. Another respondent stated that the reflective portfolio had made her
look at other courses she had done in the past and question what exactly she had gained
from them. The respondents unanimously agreed that it gave them more confidence and
realisation as to the skills they have gained in the workplace. It re-focused their
attention on where they were going in their careers and strengths which they had gained
in the workplace.

The students had two mentors for compiling their learning and reflective portfolios.
Each was individually assigned a workplace mentor who assisted them with the
compilation of their learning portfolio. The student cohort also had an overall academic
mentor who assumed two roles. Firstly, they were mentored on all aspects of the
professional development subject including portfolios, education system. National
Framework of Qualifications, the PAL process and how the portfolios would be
assessed. The second role was in relation to guidance in the development of the
reflective portfolio by the student.

All the respondents felt that it was necessary to have a mentor to help them with their
reflective portfolio. In relation to the workplace mentor and the learning portfolio, all
commented that they didn’t need them as much as the mentor for the reflective piece.
They stated that it probably was due to the fact that they were working in that area for
so long and so had the familiarity with their duties within the workplace. The workplace
mentor was useful in assisting them in recalling tasks which they would have done in
the past and had forgotten to include in their learning portfolio. In relation to the
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academic mentor, they found the support of that individual to be fundamental in the
successful development and completion of their reflective portfolio. As the reflective
portfolio was a method with which they were unfamiliar, it was useful to have someone
to assist them in developing reflective practice and being able to document it in a
meaningful way.

As the learners had received a rubric of how the reflective portfolio would be assessed,
it was interesting to establish if they found this useful. All of the respondents agreed that
it was useful to know exactly how the reflective portfolio would be assessed. As one
respondent commented “as someone who has been doing exams all their life, you know
how to pick marks up within questions, the assessment matrix was similar to this”. The
assessment rubric/matrix was seen more as a tool by the respondents “to point you in
the right direction” as opposed to the sole reason for including or excluding certain
information.

The respondents had been asked if they considered if there was a better way to assess
the learning they had achieved in the workplace. Two of the respondents suggested that
observation techniques could possibly be used but then reflected that it would still
probably mean “having to record the learning in some way”. The five respondents
questioned were all in agreement that given the tasks involved and the environment in
which the learning had taken place then the learning and reflective portfolios were
essentially the best methods of capturing the learning.

One of the final questions posed to the interviewees was whether they got more out of
doing the learning and reflective portfolio than just assessment. This question it was felt
was important to ask, as traditionally examinations are seen as solely a task which must
be completed and moved on from. In relation to written examinations, there is very little
after thought or benefits an intrinsic point of view. There is a tendency to forget and
move on from the experience once the examination has been completed. All the
respondents stated that completing the learning and reflective portfolios gave them
greater insight into their learning. It also “boosted their confidence in their own
abilities”. The after effect appeared to last longer with one of the respondents stating
that she had “started doing a lot more things, joined a few groups outside of work and
felt that the whole experience opened her mind to new opportunities”.
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The findings of this research highlighted the positive effects of using a learning and
reflective portfolio in documenting informal and non-formal learning from the
workplace. The research emphasised the positive outcomes from the perspective of the
learners, in the type of assessment methods used. In the opinion of the author this point
tends to be lost in higher education institutions who are dealing with vast numbers of
students and who get burdened by the volume of assessment.
The fundamental point which arises from the findings is that the learners benefited more
in the long run and had a heightened realisation of their learning which they consciously
identify. It also made them more proactive in using the learning which they had gained
in the academic sphere in their day to day operations.
Community Based workers
The third group analysed in the primary research phase was the community based
workers who had gained advanced entry to the Higher Certificate and Bachelor Degree
in Community Education and Development in Cork Institute of Technology. The author
worked with these learners to assist them in documenting their prior learning in a
learning portfolio. As stated in chapter 5, the purpose of the task was documentary as
opposed to the awarding of any grade, credit or final award. The cohort of individuals
whom the author has worked with has varied over the years, with some learners having
significant prior formal learning which facilitated their advanced entry into the course.
The focus of the research excludes these learners as it is felt that formal learning is
easier to substantiate due to the availability of a syllabus and transcript of results.
Instead, the focus of the research centred on those learners with substantial informal and
non-formal learning and experience in the area of community education and
development. The author has assisted these learners since 2003 in preparing their cases
for advanced entry into the higher education institution. As the basis of entry onto the
course is through interview process, the extent of the learning of the applicant is realised
at this stage through discussion. A recommendation is made by the academic staff that
the applicant has sufficient informal and non-formal learning which could enable them
for advanced entry to the course. It is at this point that the author would meet with the
individual and discuss the task of compiling a learning portfolio. In the five years that
the author has worked with this cohort of learner, one frequent reaction has been that
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those with informal and non-formal learning are “amazed but also delighted” that their
learning counts as something within higher education. The assumption on their part
when they show interest in the course is that they will have to start at the beginning.

The second observation is that these learners do not have a conscious awareness of the
extent of their learning. In the vast majority of cases, they have worked in the
community for between five to twenty years, but are not conscious of the skills which
they have gained in that period of time.

The task is to assist these learners in realising, identifying and capturing their learning
in a learning portfolio to facilitate access into higher education. In chapter 3, this cohort
of learners was identified as requiring recognition for informal and non-formal learning
due to the fact that it is an area which traditionally did not have formal qualifications.

It does take time to assist those in this category with informal and non-formal learning,
to realise the knowledge, skill and competence which they have in an area. It also
requires assistance in identifying how to substantiate informal and non-formal learning.
Reflecting on formal learning, evidence is packaged very easily in the syllabus and
transcript of results. Informal and non-formal learning tends not to be packaged so
conveniently and so requires investigating the possibilities of how proof can be
obtained.

The time which is required to compile a learning portfolio of informal and non-formal
learning is dependent on the learner and their commitment to the task. It is the case that
substantial variations in the amount of assistance required by different individuals exist.
In the majority of cases which the author has worked on, the learner finds the task
tedious and time consuming. The eventual result of facilitating advanced entry to higher
education, exemptions in module(s)/subject(s) and the recording their learning in one
plaee, reduces these sentiments and the extensive time which has been spent working on
the learning portfolio is forgotten.

In the findings of the previous group from the workplaee, who completed a reflective
and learning portfolio, one of the questions posed related to the benefits of compiling a
portfolio of their learning. As previously stated, in relation to the community based
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workers it took time for them to fully realise and appreciate what they had achieved in
compiling the portfolio. Initially, they could only see it as a time consuming task which
required significant attention to detail on their part. In some cases, it was only when
they had completed the course and seeking employment that they realised the benefit of
having that portfolio which show cased their knowledge, skills and competence in the
area of community education and development. It assisted them in preparing for
interviews as they could review what elements they wanted to highlight to the
interviewer. It gave a confidence boost and encouraged some to apply for positions
which they previously wouldn’t have considered as being open to them.

In conclusion, the research conducted with this group highlights the positive aspects of
using learning portfolios with informal and non-formal learning. It emphasises the
possibilities and presents a positive example of facilitating up-skilling and personal
development of a cohort which traditionally had been largely excluded from higher
education.

Industry Perspective
The fourth perspective obtained for the primary research phase was an industryperspective and for this three different cohorts were observed as part of the action
research phase. The first cohort is the workplace mentors of the Bachelor Degree in
Sales who assisted learners in the workplace in compiling a learning portfolio. The
second is the architectural industry, mainly from the perspective of the professional
body which is responsible for implementing and maintaining a register of architects in
Ireland as well as general elements relevant to the industry. The third is the Skillnets
group who are” an enterprise-led support body whose mission is to enhance the skills of
people in employment in Irish industry to support competitiveness and employability”.

The workplace mentors/ supervisors and managers were surveyed for their opinion as to
how the exercise benefited the candidate with whom they were working. This was an
element of the official report submitted by them once they had reviewed the learning
portfolio doeumenting the workers/ students learning portfolio. There were thirteen
individual reports received from workplace mentors, some with more in-depth
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comments than others. Six reports with extensive comments were selected as the basis
of this research. The study did not automatically include the reports corresponding to
the worker/ learners who had participated in the previous work-based learner study. The
mentors were responsible for one work-based learner each with the exception of one
mentor who had two students. However, only one report was included from this mentor
for research purposes. As the portfolio was compiled on the basis of ten workplace
competencies the workplace mentors reflected on how the overall course influenced
how the worker/ learner now operated within their role.

Identifying some of the key remarks made by the workplace mentors and in light of the
remarks made by the workers in the depth interviews, the findings emphasise the
positive outcome for all concerned.

A frequent comment made by the workers/ learners was that the reflective portfolio
demanded them to critically identify where they had brought their learning from the
course into their workplace. They all commented on the fact that they felt they were
consciously now using new skills and approaching tasks more objectively than they had
before. 1 hese sentiments were echoed in the comments made by the workplace mentors
and managers who could objectively see what changes had occurred in their workforce.
In the six mentor reports examined, the remarks made stated that they could visibly see
the improvements in the day to day operations of the worker. The mentors could see
that the learning portfolio helped in developing their sales force and making them more
proficient at their role. Therefore, the benefit to the worker/ learner in identifying and
documenting their work-based learning also had a knock-on benefit to the workplace in
the form of improved performance.

As one workplace mentor stated about their mentee, the worker “has learned many new
important skills and more importantly has implemented these into his day-to-day role.
This has resulted in improved performance whereby he exceeds his monetary targets
and has achieved a valuable and lucrative customer base which continues to grow with
consistent new business developmenf’.

Further comments made by the workplace mentors support the comments made by the
learners that they were more confident in their role in the workplace. The feedback
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received also supports the idea that informal and non-fomial learning in the workplace
has positive significance for all concerned.

In relation to the architectural profession the author was involved as an observer and
consultant with the Royal Institute of Architects in Ireland in a technical assessment
pilot scheme. This bodyb was using the portfolio as a tool to capture informal and non
formal learning of those practicing duties commensurate with that of an architect in
Ireland but who didn’t have the formal architectural qualification. The pilot was run to
facilitate entry onto the register of architects in Ireland as maintained by the RIAI under
the Building Control Act 2007.

The focus of the pilot centred around two key areas. The first was the procedures and
documentation required to make an assessment of a person’s learning. The second
related to the assessment process and how that should be conducted. There were initial
discussions with the RlAl on the practice of RPL in Ireland and more specifically in the
Cork Institute of Technology. The RIAI were interested in identifying the current
practice which closely corresponded to what they needed to achieve. The RIAI
developed a process and guideline documentation as prepared by the professional body
for use in the pilot. This was then reviewed by the Cork Institute of Technology to
determine if the proposed process was realistic, robust and the assessment of the
informal learning was valid, reliable and authentic.

The principal elements governing the pilot were the following;
•

The Buildings Control Act 2007 set out the regulation and legislation being adopted
by the state in relation to practicioners of architecture.

• The Act set out the competeneies which were necessary for an individual to posses
to determine if they were competent in the field of architecture.
•

Under the Act a person had to prove that they had 80% of the core competeneies and
60% of the additional eompetencies to be eligible for entry onto the register of
architects in Ireland.

•

The RIAI had established a panel of experts from the field of arehitecture who were
responsible for assessing the portfolio submissions as well as conducting the
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technical assessment interviews of each candidate. The RIAI created assessment
teams to deal with each submission which consisted of three panel experts.
•

Each assessment team was assigned to particular submissions under the pilot. It
assessed each submission individually and collectively prior to meeting with the
candidate in the technical assessment interview. In the case of some teams they spent
up to ten hours reviewing information submitted by candidates

•

Extensive information and training sessions were provided to the candidates and
experts during the technical assessment process.

The primary reason why this group was integrated into this research is that it is a
professional body that due to new legislation identified that it had to develop a system
which was robust and fair. Their focus on the one hand was on those who had extensive
informal and non formal learning and secondly on a system which enabled them to gain
enough of an insight into a persons learning to make the judgement as to whether they
had the knowledge, skill and competence of an architect through informal/ non-formal
learning and could therefore be included in the register of architects in Ireland on this
basis. The professional body engaged in a lengthy process of investigation into the use
of a portfolio to facilitate the gathering of substantial infonnation which would fulfil the
requirements of both the applicant/ learner and the board of assessors and finally the
council of the professional body.

As previously outlined in Chapter 5, the pilot took six months to complete from the
stage of inviting those with informal learning to submit an application, to drawing up
and establishing the parameters of suitable engagement in the process and training of
the assessment committees.

As stated previously the role of the author was that of observer of the entire process, to
ensure that the necessary assessment standards (validity, reliability, authenticity and
robustness) were adhered to and to provide feedback on each element and stage in the
process.

Given the volume of information and supporting documentation provided to the
assessment teams, it was interesting to observe how the process transferred from paper
to practice. As such, the professional body required those with informal and non formal
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learning to adopt the approach which they felt enabled them to make a fair assessment.
However, it also had to enable them to display their own personality in the work they
created and submitted.

Given the extensive list of competencies which were outlined in The Building Control
Act, the expert panel and professional body encompassed them into three broad areas.
These became the primary focus for the teams in the reviewing of the documentary
evidence and in the technical assessment. The initial assessment of the submitted
material enabled the expert panel to identify the areas which required further
explanation and detail and where obvious gaps in learning existed. The candidates were
not made aware of these three areas but had been provided with an extensive list of
requirements against which they had to match their learning against.

The assessment interviews were one hour long, which gave the assessors sufficient time
to review the material with the candidate and to elaborate on the content. It was
observed that the process was quite extensive from the perspective of the assessors and
of the candidates. It provided an opportunity for the assessors to get a better insight into
the candidates learning and, in some cases, it was observed that the group who had
previously felt that insufficient learning existed, discovered that by discussing areas
with the candidate realised that the learning was far superior than initially thought.

Though the outcome was positive for those who did manage to ‘self themselves, in the
process there was a certain amount of assessment made by the expert panel prior to
meeting the candidate. In addition, in the case of some of the assessors, it was apparent
that personally they had their own ideas as to what was acceptable and what was not as
they were also focused on ensuring that the standards of the profession were protected.
The panel did provide the candidate with ample opportunity to speak but in some
instances the mode of questioning used gave clear indications as to whether the
candidate was accepted by the peer group or deemed unacceptable.

The case in point is not unique to this process but is typical of instances involving
human interpretation and assessment. To approach an area very relevant to the
assessor’s field is impossible to do clinically but should be open enough so as to avoid
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the perception of being the gatekeepers to the industry who are trying to keep people out
as opposed to being focused on maintaining the high standards of the industry.

The relevance of this action research was very much to analyse the use of the portfolio
in identifying, capturing and assessing informal and non formal learning. The extensive
documentation and guidelines which were produced would suggest that the professional
body was very open to the idea of accepting individuals’ informal and non formal
learning. However, in some instances the conduct of the expert panel in the interviews
and the discussions afterwards would suggest that they were apprehensive as to whether
it was the best way to proceed. This uncertainty stemmed more from the unfamiliarity
of the recognition of informal and non formal learning in their profession as opposed to
reluctance to allow it to count.

It is the opinion of the author that it does demonstrate a movement within Ireland to
develop processes for accepting informal and non formal learning.

The third industry group which was engaged with through both informal and formal
discussion and observation techniques was the Skillnets group. As stated in chapter 5 the
author met with members of this group in early 2008 for the purpose of discussing the
relevance of RPL to their organisation. They had identified that it was an area which
required further investigation, however, they were a somewhat unsure as to its exact
relevance to them. They were included as a case study as an example for developing
RPL into a new sector. The group comprised of three regional offices in the south
eastern and western parts of Ireland. The sectors with which they worked varied
considerably from one office to another. The one communality was that they had
identified that their sectors required access to education and training to enable them to
up-skill their workforces and maintain their competitiveness in a changing economic
climate.

Initially, the discussions centred on the concept of RPL and what learning is being
referred to under RPL. The second area on which the group required clarification was
on its relevance to them and their members. The aim of the research and also the
purpose of including this cohort in the findings is to highlight the change which is
occurring in Ireland in relation to education and training. It also indicates a change in
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the approach being adopted by training organisations and the learning being recognised
as relevant.

As stated previously, the group was met to discuss the general area of RPL and how it
had been implemented in Cork Institute of Technology. The priority for the Skillnets
group was not to duplicate the activity as it was happening in CIT but to see how they
could modify it for their purposes. It also signalled a change in industry training and
development in that there was a realisation of the possibility of the workplace being an
integral part of future training and development activity. Reports such as the
‘Workplace Strategy of the Future’ from the NCPP underpinned this movement and
paved the way for future development.

As CIT is involved with the granting of exemptions and advanced entry based on prior
informal and non-formal learning, the Skillnets group was interested in identifying the
possibilities for their members integrating into the process. The primary way which they
felt RPL would interest their members was through the development of an RPL mentor
network in the small/ medium enterprises with which they dealt. The mentor network
was envisaged as assisting those in the workplace in identifying their prior informal and
non-formal learning for the purposes of staff development, returning to education and
re-training. They saw an opportunity for organisations to benefit themselves and also
their workforce in motivating staff in this way. An information session was held with
some of the key employer organisations who were interested in learning more about
RPL and the development of a mentor network. One key observation was that those
who attended the session were familiar with government policies and initiatives in
up-skilling and education and training. They had heard of the term ‘RPL’ prior to the
meeting and were aware of the developments at a NQAI, FETAC and HETAC level
regarding the recognition of informal and non formal learning. In essence there was no
need to convince them of the benefits of RPL and mentoring as they were already open
to the possibilities.

The outcome from the meeting with the key employer organisation was that the
Skillnets group and Cork Institute of Technology examined the knowledge, skill and
competence which were required by their members to engage in the area of RPL and
mentoring. Stemming from this consultation, Cork Institute of Technology has agreed to
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facilitate two courses in the module “portfolio methods for RPL

whieh is a 5 credit,

level 6 module and which will equate to a minor award. This module had been
developed for the Higher Certificate in Community Education and Development, and
familiarises learners in the area of portfolio methods, identifying one’s own learning
and how the proeess can be used within a eommunity of other potential learners. The
intention is that this will create the mentor network in the Skillnets group for future
workplace up-skilling and development, thus meeting Skillnets needs and academie
requirements.

In the opinion of the author this reeent development indicates that the area of prior
learning, mentoring and informal/ non-formal learning concepts are transcending higher
and further education forums. It is infiltrating industry, trade and development and
being seen as something new and attractive with possibilities in skill and workforce
development. The action of the Skillnets group is one example of a group investigating
the possibilities for them. In more recent times the author has been in consultation with
the Irish Naval services for the training of a mentor network for the purposes of
documenting work-based learning for a level 8 programme. The network is similar in
design to that of the TCH BA in Sales programme and the Skillnets group but with
certain modifications which are speeific to their needs. This further indieates that RPL,
mentoring and recognition of informal and non-formal learning is non specific to any
area but is flexible in addressing the speeific needs of different groups.

Conclusion
In earlier chapters of this researeh thesis, the author outlined the policy developments in
the recognition of informal and non-formal learning. This is occurring not only
occurring in Ireland through the NQAI, National Framework of Qualification’s,
HETAC and FETAC, it is also visible on the European and world agenda in education
and training. The qualifications frameworks of Australia, New Zealand, England,
Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland demonstrate this. As outlined in previous
chapters’ authors such as Boud, Brown, Barrett and Knight, who are at the forefront of
topics such as assessment, learning and its relevance within the workplace, are creating
the discussion as to how it can be implemented into practice.
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This chapter provides an insight into the different ways in which informal and nonformal learning is being brought into the academic fold. It demonstrates how the general
area of informal and non-formal learning is being adapted by academics, learners and
workplaces for their own needs.
As outlined in chapter 4 and 6, the learning portfolio is a method whieh can facilitate
the assessment of infonnal and non-formal learning. The primary research as outlined in
this ehapter demonstrates the success of this method as a means of assessment. It also
indicates the broader advantages of using the learning and reflective portfolio to
emphasise the learning of an individual for use outside the confines of education,
training and assessment. It demonstrates the increased confidence and self-worth of
learners who eomplete a portfolio due to the realisation of their knowledge, skills and
competence.

The findings also support the current emphasis on life-long and life-wide learning in the
Bologna process and at the political dimension of future economic development
internationally.

As the research has been conducted with those whom the author knows have experience
the relevance of informal and non-formal learning within their fields of education and
training, it can not be seen as representative of how education and training is
everywhere.

However, the research conducted with the RIAI demonstrates the possibilities of RPL
within professional bodies. The research, with the Skillnets group and more recently the
Naval Service, are indicative of examples of industry/sectors embracing the recognition
of informal and non formal learning for the purpose of education, training and upskilling.

136

Chapter 8-Conclusions and
Recommendations
Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to arrive at conclusions and present recommendations
with regard to the recognition and appropriate assessment of informal and non formal
learning. The previous chapters have attempted to discuss the main issues pertaining to
the assessment of informal and non formal learning in higher education and to identify
the best method/ tool to be used to capture such learning. There is considerable current
international and national activity regarding informal and non formal learning and
within Ireland the tool which appears to be used in a considerable number of cases is the
learning portfolio.
Through the primary research conducted varying levels of practice emerged. It is the
intention to present recommendations which will enable further development and
integration of the recognition of learning regardless of its origins into education and
training in Ireland.

Conclusions and Recommendations

C’onclusions
The general conclusions which have been arrived at through extensive research by the
author are the following;
• The educational structure as it currently exists in Ireland supports the recognition of
informal and non formal learning. It allows for those with extensive learning to seek
recognition within formal programmes. The policy in the last few years has been
reformed and developed to support such learners and the diversity in the type of the
learner who is up-skilling and re-training. The three bodies within Ireland , HETAC ,
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FETAC and NQAI all have policy and provisions in place and have, more recently,
conducted extensive research into the current practice within Ireland.

The development of this area very much coincides with the intentions under the
European area of Higher Education and the Bologna process through to Bergen,
Lisbon and beyond. The recognition of informal and non formal learning is therefore
not only a national concern but an international one.

International developments in this area are apparent in the national qualifications
frameworks of New Zealand, Australia and Scotland where substantial policy
developments exist. In the case of Australia and New Zealand as well as the United
States there have been substantial writings regarding capturing and using informal
and non formal learning within formal education and training structures. It is
apparent that the policy development is very well supported and documented.

Despite the national policies referred to above, discrepancies arise when awareness
and actual practice are considered within Ireland. The reasons for this are difficult to
identify but from discussions with various interest groups, the general consensus that
can be arrived at is that the developments are not known within the wider public. In
the case of Ireland, what was very apparent from the OECD visit was that there were
various discrepancies between ;

o The importance of recognising informal and non formal learning and the
opportunity that it presents to some.
o The awareness of terms such as APE/ RPL and RNFIL and all related
acronyms.
o The level of practice within Ireland varied considerably geographically and
from one organisation/ educational institution to the next.
o There were several reasons which could be put forward for the haphazard
development of RPL/ APE in Ireland which fundamentally relate to funding
and more importantly resources.
o As per the OECD report on RNFIL activity in Ireland, the unique advantage
which we have it that higher education institutions ( 7 Institutes of Technology
and 2 universities) are collaborating together through the Strategic Innovation
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Fund and other funding initiatives which should make the development of
recognising informal and non formal learning more of a reality.

The primary research conducted demonstrates that, while still viewed as a marginal
area, there is a good foundation for facilitating the more extensive use of recognition
of informal and non formal learning. Its applicability and value to a range of key
stakeholders in academia and industry was demonstrated and the intrinsic benefits,
as identified with the learners questioned, could easily be transferred to a wide
variety of other learners and their learning situations.

The conclusions reached strongly support presentations and discussions a recent
symposium on work based learning organised by the Strategic Innovation Fund
work based learning strand members there was considerable interest not only from
higher education and further education institutions and training organisation but
from employers and industry in general. It also transcended the public and private
sector division. The workplace strategy for the future as developed by the National
Centre for Partnership and Progression clearly outlines Ireland’s skill and worker
challenge and reality by 2015. It is very apparent from the report that we as a society
cannot depend on the traditional CAO applicant to fulfil Irelands skill needs in the
future. We as a nation have to rethink how we address the up-skilling of our
workforce for the longevity of economic and industrial development in Ireland. This
has to be done in a way that is beneficial to both the worker and the employer.

The education and training reality for Ireland as outlined by the findings of the National Centre for
Partnership and Progression is that Ireland will require
• An additional 300,000 employees with
level qualifications in the period up to 2010.
• By 2015 45% of all jobs in Ireland will be for third level graduates
• In relation to work related education and training Ireland is ranked 8'*' out of the EU 25 and in
the area of life long learning we are ranked 7* out of the EU 25.
Source : Appendix D , National Workplace strategy (2005)

The workplace strategy emphasises the importanee of up-skilling and workplace
learning and that the need to removed barriers which currently prevent people from
partaking in edueation and professional development.

There are several methods of capturing informal and non formal learning; the most
appropriate is determined by the learning situation. The tool put forward by the
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author is the learning portfolio due to its flexibility in its structure and application. It
enables the learner to create a document which can develop overtime and make them
more conscious of the learning which they have achieved. In the assessment of
informal and non formal learning, a portfolio enables ease of comparability between
learners by assessors. The findings of the research and the opinions of those
interviewed support this view. As outlined in chapter 7, the respondents had been
asked if there was a better way to assess their learning they had achieved in the
workplace. Two of the respondents suggested that observation techniques could
possibly be used but then reflected that it would still probably mean “having to
record the learning in some way”. The five respondents questioned were all in
agreement that given the tasks involved and the environment in which the learning
had taken place then the learning and reflective portfolios were essentially the best
methods of capturing the learning.
All the respondents stated that completing the learning and reflective portfolios gave
them greater insight into their learning. It also “boosted their confidence in their own
abilities”.

The 1 earning Portfolio

Overall, the verdict of the learning and reflective portfolio was that it was a very
positive assessment method. It demanded them to look at exactly what they do in their
workplace and become more conscious of their learning. One respondent commented
that the reflective portfolio even made them “re-evaluate how they did the learning in
the first place”. Another respondent stated that the reflective portfolio had made her
look at other courses she had done in the past and question what exactly she had gained
from them. The respondents unanimously agreed that it gave them more confidence and
realisation as to the skills they have gained in the workplace. It re-focused their
attention on where they were going in their careers and strengths which they had gained
in the workplace.

The flexibility of the learning portfolio is made apparent through the different cohorts
included in the primary research phase. The level, type and disciplines varied
considerably from one cohort to the next, and the learning portfolio provided a flexible
option which supported the needs of the learners and the purpose of the activity. It
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facilitated the uniqueness of each learner situation and also each learner’s abilities or
limitations. The learning portfolio is not limited as being either a formative or
summative assessment tool. It can, and has, been used as a self-reflective tool as well as
providing an alternative method of assessing and awarding a grade to the level of
learning achieved by a learner.

Due to technological advancements the e-portfolio is emerging as a popular method of
recording informal learning which also facilitates multiple use and portability. The
investigation into the use of e-portfolios within formal assessment is in early
development in Ireland. Currently, research is being conducted into the possibilities of
e-portfolios through the SIF Education in Employment project. It is the author’s opinion
that the validation of informal and non formal learning and the use of the paper based
portfolio need to be more widely accepted before the maximum benefits can be obtained
from the use e-portfolio. The e-portfolio does provide significant advantages of
portability and ease of storage which the paper based portfolios do not. It is important
that further research and development be applied to the use of the e-portfolio in formal
assessment.

What is very apparent with regard to the recognition of informal and non formal
learning in Ireland is that its advantages are very well documented but that the necessary
supports are not in place to bring it to fruition. Identifying where education and training
will be required in the future is only one step. The further development has to be in
relation to how we are going to achieve it. The funding provided by the Higher
Education Authority has produced a significant change in the focus for future and
development of those directly involved in the process. However, an awareness gap
continues to exists with all other training and potentially interested bodies.

Recommendations of OIXT) and CTT)EF()P

This section sets out recommendations to sustain the future development of the
recognition of informal and non formal learning within educational institutions,
individual companies, industry groups and professional bodies. The research conducted
indicates that there have been some significant developments in the recognition and
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assessment of informal and non formal learning in Ireland. However, its development
has been dependent on the interest of a limited number of bodies to develop the systems
and supports necessary and so results in pockets of development as opposed to a country
wide approach. The examples of the RIAI, Skillnets, TCH and the community based
sector are champions in the recognition and integration of informal and non formal
learning in their particular education and training development. The approaches adopted
by them could be a good basis for future development in Ireland.

In addition to these examples of ‘good practice’, the outcomes of the research reported
here strongly support the reports of the OECD ‘Thematic review and collaborative
policy analysis of the Recognition of Non-Formal and Informal Teaming’ report 2008
and the CEDEFOP ‘Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning in Europe’
2007/2008 report, which outline recommendations regarding the future development of
the recognition of informal and non-formal learning in Ireland and at a European level.

The CEDEFOP report on the validation of informal and non formal learning indicates
several issues which will have to be realised to achieve full validation on all forms of
learning at a European level. In focusing beyond 2010, the elements which they feel are
paramount are the following;

“The individual at the centre - this involves candidates in an active process combining
dialogue, self assessment, systematic reflection and portfolio approaches to capture the
experience in question.
A shift to learning outcomes is crucial for validation - the focus must be on what an individual
knows, understands or is able to do at the end of a learning process, not on the inputs to or
duration of the teaching process.
Standards are critical to validation- the only way to meet this concern is to be very clear that
qualifications awarded on the basis of non-formal and informal learning have to meet the same
rigid quality criteria as learning in the formal system. Agreement on clear standards applicable
to all forms of learning is a critical element in such strategy.
Transferability is a ‘must’ -To be credible, validation results must be credible and trustworthy.
Methodological convergence is a must -An important objective of validation is to enable
transfer of learning outcomes from one setting to another. This requires strengthening the
overall quality - validity and reliability - of the validation process.
Validation has to take into account ethical issues - in relation to informal and non formal
learning, it is important to address the boundaries of validation and the individual’s right to
control the process and the use of the validation results.
Cost-benefit issues in relation to the capturing and assessment of informal and non formal
learning. The cost of the approaches used may conflict with the returns for candidates and
other stakeholders.
Sustainability of validation approaches and systems - A significant part of activity related to
validation has been taken forward through projects and limited duration programmes. It is
important to discuss how validation can be ‘mainstreamed’ and given a permanent and
predicable role.

142

National qualification frameworks and validation - If introduced on a systematic basis, as part
of the overall qualifications system, validation will open up qualifications to a broader set of
users, for example by certifying work experience and voluntary work. Validation can also be
seen as an important tool for opening up qualifications systems to immigrants and making it
possible for individuals with low formal qualifications to enter an education and training
career. It means trying to make it possible for individuals to progress in their learning careers
on the basis of their actual learning outcomes and competencies, not on the basis of the
duration and location of a particular learning process”. (CEDEFOP)

These issues, as highlighted in the CEDEFOP report, indicate the further considerations
and steps which will need to be addressed and realised to ensure that the recognition of
informal and non-formal learning encompasses education, training and validation in the
future.

In the case of the OECD report, they focus on the strategic decisions which will have to
be made at a national level to facilitate the future development of RNFIL in Ireland.
These are set out as follows;
“In summary, from the socio-economic perspective and from that the future skills needs of the country,
important key policy objectives are found to be;
• Raising educational attainment levels at all levels;
• Up-skilling the workforce in general but with special support for the low-skilled and loweducated;
• improving participation rates in the labour market or in education/training by target groups
(i.e. immigrants, women and old persons); and
• Redirecting the workforce towards areas with greater employment opportunities.
Strategic thinking 1: Discrete RPL policy or Mainstreaming into key national policies?
If setting up a comprehensive policy for RPL per se is not appropriate or feasible - at least in the short
term, the next question is: how can RPL can be mainstreamed into existing education policies? Education
policies may aim at;
• Valuing having a higher qualification level;
• Valuing experience (informal learning);
• Valuing learning outcomes (formal, non-formal and informal learning);
• Valuing learning itself (lifelong learning, lifewide learning).
It would be ideal and most appropriate to embed RPL into all the existing education policies, wherever
relevant. A consideration of which policy(ies) can RPL can best fit and which socio-economic objectives
can best match with the policy(ies) may help establish priorities in mainstreaming under the current
economic, cultural and political climate. This may also help self-determine the assessment methods of
RPL.
Strategic thinking 2: RPL that is targeted or multifunctional?
From a lifelong learning perspective, broad provision of RPL would be logical, so that a wide array of
citizens can use RPL as an instrument to access education; to measure their existing skills, knowledge and
competences; and to make personals plans for further development.
Strategic thinking 3: Funding

Strategic thinking 4: Stimulating demand and supply in a sustainable way through mainstreaming
This will mean focusing on possibilities including;
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e-learning;
distance learning;
coaching in the workplace;
training in the workplace;
individually tailored learning paths (the participant can start a course at any moment and
complete it at his/her own pace)” (Harold, Taguma and Hagens 64-68)

The recommendations of the author is that awareness needs to be more broadly made to
all the relevant industries and areas so that it is an inclusive initiative by government
and the funding bodies concerned with education and training. The perception which
exists out there for some industries and sectors is that it is not of relevance to them.

Suppoiis

The OECD report on the recognition of informal and non formal learning 2008,
highlights the lack of available supports in the development of a provision for the
recognition of informal and non formal learning in formal education and training in
Ireland. If Irish education and training institutions are integrating the recognition of
informal and non formal learning into formal education and training then they must
have the necessary supports in place. In a majority of institutions the practice is not
properly integrated into the main scheme activities of the institution, adequate supports
are not in place and they are over-reliant on a number of enthusiasts to facilitate the
integration of RPL/ RNFIL.
In order to build on the limited practice and development which is currently taking place
more centralised support and funding needs to be made available to higher education
institutions and training organisations. It should be viewed as a central function similar
to admissions or examinations and something which is inclusive for all learners.
Nationwide campaign and awareness for industries.

As outlined in chapter 6 with regard to the recognition of informal and non formal
learning and how it can benefit a workplace, Ireland is currently going through
considerable economic change. The current economic climate for industry means that it
must become more cost effective whilst still meeting the needs of their customers. The
fundamental way of achieving this is to create a dynamic work force who are able to
adapt and change to industry conditions. The recognition of informal and non formal
learning could be important in facilitating this industry change. There should be an
increased awareness of the advantages of capturing informal and non formal learning

44

from the perspective of the workplace and worker development. This is also important
in light of the skill and worker shortages which could occur in the future. The research
findings as outlined in this thesis clearly outline the advantages of recognising informal
and non formal learning from the workers and workplace perspective.

There are a lot of misconceptions amongst industry sectors in relation to the advantages
of RPL and RNFIL including the fact that they do not see it as an option available to
them due to their industry size or type. The author believes that it could be beneficial to
launch a national awareness campaign regarding the findings of the National Workplace
Strategy for the Future and also the possibilities available for addressing the issues
which arise from the report.

The proactive approach adopted by the Skillnets group regarding the possibilities of up
skilling their members and seeking the assistance of those with the knowledge of how it
can be done is a stance which could be availed of by many others.

I ligher I ducal ion

There are also significant changes taking place at higher education including the
challenges of new student cohorts, reduced funding and meeting the needs of learners.
The more traditional forms of learning and assessment used within higher education will
have to be re-evaluated as to their suitability within the context of the learner who is
currently interested in entering higher education and training in Ireland.

It is evident that through the Strategic Innovation Fund, Education in Employment
strand on the recognition for prior learning that seven Institutes of Technology and two
universities are paving the way in developing policy and more importantly, practice in
recognising informal and non formal learning at Higher Education in Ireland. This has
resulted in renewed interest at Higher education with others realising the apparent
advantages and requesting support in the development of their own practice.

The principal recommendation is that RPL should be a main scheme activity which is
highly visible and accessible to all learners and which is centrally located within the
higher education, further education and training organisation. The service should be
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widely publicised by the provider so that it can be availed of by all and not a select few
who stumble accidentally across it.

The policy developed by the higher education institution should be fully supportive of
the service and protect the interests of the academic staff and the learner.

Capturing and Assessing Informal learning

Issues in relation to assessment are major obstacles to higher education institutions
adopting the recognition of informal and non formal learning into their policies and
practice. It will be necessary to address this in order to achieve greater acceptance by
academic staff who will also require information and guidance when it comes to
assessing informal and non formal learning in the context of academic programmes.
Training and support relevant to facilitating staff training requirements will also need to
be established.

Through the study conducted on assessment methods used by academic staff a high
proportion cited tradition or ‘has always being used’ as the reason for selecting a
particular assessment method. If the learning and reflective portfolio are to be used as
the new methods of choice then extensive background work will have to be done to gain
the acceptance of staff in the wider academic community. The perception that a
portfolio is suitable only for a particular form of learning and programme will have to
be addressed if the community is to accept such an approach.

Within the context of the European Area of Higher Education and the Bologna process,
with the development of the credits transfer system and the movement of learners
between European countries facilitated through programme comparison, a comparable
European system for compiling and assessing informal and non formal learning should
also be developed.

Building capacity

Instances of good practice as they currently exist should be captured, documented and
used to demonstrate to others how the system works in practice in order to build
capacity. This should be done centrally so that duplication doesn’t exist but that all can
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benefit from the experience of others. It was observed by the author at the work based
learning symposium that the presentations made by worker/ learners and workplaces
had more impact on the audience than the presentations by the higher education
institutions as it was more relevant and comparable to workplace’s own situations.
Significant resources should be devoted nationally to the promotion of RPL/ RNFIL, to
the publication of case studies and to the dissemination of case studies to the full range
of stakeholders.

Learning Portfolio

From the research, it has been shown that the learning and reflective portfolios provide
flexible, valid, reliable, authentic and robust methods for capturing informal and nonformal learning within formal education and training programmes. It is recommended
that the learning portfolio would be used as the standard assessment method for
documenting informal and non formal learning across all education and training
providers. This would assist in standardising an approach for the recognition, recording
and assessment of informal and non formal learning.

Summarj

This research does not aim to provide the ultimate solutions to the recognition,
documenting and assessment of informal and non formal learning. It is evident that
some progress has been made in relation to the recognition of informal and non formal
learning in education, training and in the workplace with some examples of good
practice. As can be seen from the research, comprehensive policy has been enacted to
validate this learning within formal learning spaces at a European and Irish level.

As highlighted in the OECD 2008 report, there is disparity of practice amongst higher
education and training providers regarding the recognition of informal and non formal
learning. This research has aimed to identify and discuss some of these as well as
identifying possible solutions. Initiatives such as the Higher Education Authority’s
Strategic Innovation Fund are contributing significantly to the required structural
changes needed at the higher education level to successfully integrate informal and non
formal learning into programmes and assessment approaches in the future.

47

Bibliography

Barrett, Helen and Carney, Joanne. “Contlieting paradigms and competing purposes
in electronic portfolio developmentEducational Assessment - LEA (2005).
Barrett, Helen C. “Authentic Assessment with Electronic Portfolios using Common
Software and Web 2.0 Tools.” 2006. Web 2.0 and ePortfolios . 8 August 2007
<http://wT^"w.electronicportfolios.com/web20.html>.
Barrett, Helen C. “Using Electronic Portfolios for Classroom Assessment.”
Connected Newsletter 1 October 2006: 4-6.
Baume, D. A briefing in Assessment of Portfolios. LTSN Generic Centre , 2001.
Bolouna-Beruen2005 “Report on: A framework for Qualifications of The European
Higher Education Area .” December 2004.^ 15 July 2008 <http://www.bolognabergen2005.no/EN/Bol_sem/Seminars/05011314Copenhagen/0412_QF_of_EHEA.pdf>.
Bond, D and N Palchikov. Redesigning assessment for learning beyond higher
education. In Research and Development in Higher Education 28. Sydney: Brew, A.
and Asmar, C., 2005.
Bond, D. “Assessment and Learning : contradictory or complementary?” Knight, P.
Asessment for Learning in Higher Education . London: Kogan, 1995. 35 - 48.
Bond, David. “Sustainable assessment: rethinking assessment for the learning
society.” Studies in Continuing Education (2000): 22,2,151-167.
Brown, G. “Assessment: A Guide for Lecturers .” LTSN Generic Centre (2001).
Brown, George, Joanna Bull and Malcolm Pendlebury. Assessing student learning
in higher education . London and New York : Routledge, 1997.
Brown, Sally and Peter Knight. Assessing Learners in Higher Education. London:
Kogan Page, 1994.
CEDEFOP. Validation of non formal and informal learning in Europe. Snapshot.
Belgium: CEDEFOP, 2008.
Colardyn, Danielle and Jens Bjomavold. The Learning continuity :European
inventory on validating non-formal and informal learning. Office for Official
Publications of the European Communities . Luxembourg : CEDEFOP Panorama
series; 117, 2005.
Coughlan, Ray. PLATO: Assessment and Qualifications in a European Learning
Community. Budapest: CIT, sponsored by the EU's Eleaming Programme 20042006, 2007. 5 - 6.

48

Davies, Pat. “Assessment and accreditation of informal and non-formal learning in
universities: a summary of key issues.” EUCEN.
<www.transfme.net/Results/Bmo/2EUCENsummary.doc>.
Department of Education and Science. Adult Education in an Era of Lifelong
Learning: Green Paper on Adult Education . Dublin : Department of Education and
Science, 1998.
Dunn, Lee, et al. The Student Assessment handbook - New Directions in traditional
and online assessment. London: RoutledgeFalmer, 2004.
Education Council to the European Council,. Concrete Future Objectives of
Education and Training Systems. 5680/01 EDUC 18. Brussels: Council of the
European Union, 2001.
European Commission Education and Training,. The European Qualification
Framework (EOF). 2 July 2008. 29 July 2008
<http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-leaming-policy/doc44_en.htm>.
Eurostat - Education statistics. “Department of Education: Education trends: key
indicators on Education in Ireland and Europe.” 2003. Department of Education . 11
April 2007
http://www.education.ie/admin//servlet/blobservlet/des_educ_trends_chapter08.htm>
FETAC. RPL policy and draft guidelines. 21 February 2008
<http://www.fetac.ie/rpl/RPL_Policy_and_draft_guidelines.pdf>.
Framework, Australian Qualifications. “Bachelor Degree Guideline.” 2004.
Australian Qualifications Framework . 7 March 2006
<http://www.aqfedu.au/pdf/han51_72.pdf>.
Frameworks, Bologna working group on Qualifications. “A Framework for
Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area .” 2005.
Gray, David. “A Briefing on Work-Based Learning.” LTSN Generic Centre (2001):
19.
Harold, Alison, Miho Taguma and Kees Hagens. “Thematic Review and
Collaborative Policy Analysis Recognition of Non-Formal and Informal Learning .”
Country Note . 2008.
HEA. “News: HEA .” 7 April 2008. Higher Education Authoritiy . 3 June 2008
<http://www.hea.ie/en/node/l 116>.
lEBI. “Education Ireland, International students in Higher Education in Ireland
2006/2007 .” February 2008. International Education Board Ireland. 4 July 2008
<http://vAvw.educationireland.ie/index.php?option=com_docman&task=cat_view&
gid=20&Itemid=251 >.
Knight, P. “A briefing on key concepts formative and summative, criterion & normreferenced assessment.” LTSN Generic Centre (2001).
Knight, Peter T and Mantz Yorke. Assessment, Learning and Employability.
Berkshire: Open University Press, 2003.
149

Learning for Life: White Paper on Adult Education . Dublin : Department of
Education and Science, 2000.
Livingstone, D.W. “Adults' Informal LeamingiDefmitions, Findings , Gaps and
Future Research 31 January 2001. New Approaches to Lifelong Learning. 9
August 2007
<http://www.oise.utoronto.ca/depts/sese/csew/nall/res/21adultsifnormallearning.htm
>.

Malhotra, Naresh K. Marketing Research. An applied Orientation . New Jersey:
Prentice-Hall inc, 1993.
Marskick, V. J. and Watkins, K. E. “Informal and Incidental Learning.” New
Directions for Adult and Continuing Education Spring 2001: 8.
Messick, Samuel J. Assessment in Higher Education . New Jersey : Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, 1999.
Michelson, E and A Mandell. Portfolio Development and the Assessment of Prior
Learning Perspectives, models and practices. Stylus publishing , 2004.
NCPP Working to our advantage, A National Workplace Strategy. Report. Dublin:
National Centre for Partnership and Progression, 2005.
NCPP. Irish Workplace - A strategy for change , innovation and partnership 2007 2010. Dublin: NCPP, 2007.
New Zealand Qualifications Authority. “The New Zealand Qualifications
Framework .” June 2005. New Zealand Qualifications Authority . 25 November
2006 <http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/news/featuresandspeeches/docs/nqfbackground.pdf>.
NQAI Principles and Operational Guidelines for the Recognition of Prior Learning
in Further and Higher Education and Training . Guidelines. Dublin : NQAI, 2005.
NQAI Towards a National Framework of Qualifications- Establishment of Policies
& Criteria. Dublin: NQAI, 2002.
NQAI under the NDP “Qualifications Matter - A brief guide to the National
Framework of Qualifications .” Dublin :.
NQAI Verification of Compatibility of Irish NFQ with the Framework for
qualifications of the European Higher Education Area. Final Report. Dublin: NQAI,
2007.
NQAI. New QECD Activity on Recognition of Non- Formal and Informal Learning
. DRAFT Country Background Report. Dublin: NQAI, 2007.
Nyborg, Dr. Per. “The development of the Bologna Process: central elements and
basic concepts .” Council of Europe Ministerial Conference. South Caucasus:
Bologna Follow-up Group , 2004. 1- 6.
QECD “Role of National Qualification Systems in promoting lifelong learning Background report for Ireland.” 2003.
50

OECD. “Outcomes of Leaming>Recognition ofNon-formal and Informal Learning
-HomeOECD, <http://www.oecd.org>.
Office of the Attorney General. “Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999.”
QCA. About OCA. 2008. 10 March 2008 <http://www.qca.org.uk/aboutQCA.aspx>.
Raelin, J.A. Work-Based Learning: The New Frontier of Managements
Development. New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2000.
Reason, Peter and Hiliary Bradbury. “Handbook of action research; particpative
inquiry & research.” Ed. Sage Publications. 12th July 2008
<http://www.bath.ac.uk/carpp/publications/pdf/handbook_of_action_research.pdf>.
SCOF Resources “SCQF Handbook Volume 2.” 2007 15 March 2007
<http://w^ww.scqf.org.uk/Resources/Downloads.aspx>.
SCQF Scottish Credit and Qualification Framework. 11 October 2007
<http://www.scqforg.uk/>.
SCQF. Overview of the Framework. 21 January 2007. 21 January 2007
<http://www.scqf.org.uk/AbouttheFramework/Overview-of-Framework.aspx>.
SEEQUEL. “Quality Guide to the Non-Formal and Informal Learning Process.”
Guide. 2004.
Stowell, Rob. “Recognition of informal learning .”
<www.eduweb.vic.gov.au/eduilibrary/public/voced/AccreditationCourses/Rob.Stow
ell.ppt#289,8,Potentialusers.>.
Suskie, Linda. “Designing Assessment.” Teaching for Learning . 15 February 2006
<\\'ww.fJinders.edu.au>.
The General Secretariat of the Council to the Council. Draft Conclusions of the
Council and of the representatives of the Governments of the Member States
meeting within the Council on Common European Principles for the identification
and validation of non-formal and informal learning. 9175/04 EDUC 101 SQC 220.
Brussels: Council of the European Union , 2004.
The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education. Guidelines on the
accreditation of prior learning . Guidelines . Mansfield: Linney Direct, 2004.
Waters, Sir Neil. The vision for the National Qualifications Framework. New
Zealand National Qualification Framework, 1996.
Zubizarreta, J. The Learning portfolio : Reflective practice for improving student
learning. Anker, 2004.

51

Appendix A Australian Qualification Framework - level indicators
Doctoral Degree
The Doctoral degree recognises a substantial original contribution to
knowledge in the form of new knowledge or significant and original
adaptation, application and interpretation of existing knowledge.
This substantial and original contribution to knowledge may take the fonn of:
a comprehensive and searching review of the literature;
experimentation;
creative work with exegesis;
other systematic approaches; or
advanced, searching and expansive critieal reflection on
professional theory and practice.

A graduate of a Doctoral degree is also able to:
• carry out an original research project, or a project(s) addressing a matter
of substance concerning practice in a professional at a high level of
originality and quality; and
• present a substantial and well ordered dissertation, non-print thesis or
portfolio, for submission to external examination against international
standards.
Masters Degree
The Masters degree provides a mastery or high-order overview of a relevant field of
study or area of professional practice.
Graduates of a Masters degree possess a range of academic and vocational attributes
such as:
• advanced knowledge of a specialist body of theoretical and applied topics;
• high order skills in analysis, critical evaluation and/or professional application
through the planning and execution of project work or a piece of scholarship or
research;
• creativity and flexibility in the application of knowledge and skills to new
situations; and
• the ability to solve complex problems and think rigorously and independently.
There are a range of pathways to the Masters degree, with entry based on evidence of a
capacity to undertake higher degree studies in the proposed field.
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Graduate Certificate and Graduate Diploma
Graduate Certificates and Graduate Diplomas are generally designed for
specific vocational purposes, either the broadening of skills and knowledge
already gained in an undergraduate program, or vocational skills and
knowledge in a new professional area.
They typically follow a Bachelor Degree or Advanced Diploma and may
also be accessed in part by recognition of prior learning.
Although the duration of programs may vary, the typical requirement is six months of
full time study for the Graduate Certificate and twelve months of full time study for the
Graduate Diploma.
Graduate Certificate and Graduate Diploma Graduates may enter employment or further
education and training as their career path requires.
Bachelor Degree
The Bachelor degree provides initial preparation for professional careers and
postgraduate study.
Graduates of a Bachelor degree possess a range of academic and vocational attributes
such as:
• an understanding of a systematic and coherent body of knowledge and its
underlying principles and concepts;
• Communication and problem solving skills;
• the ability to undertake research, analyse information and apply knowledge and
techniques learnt within an academic or professional context;
• skills for self-directed and lifelong learning; and
• interpersonal and teamwork skills appropriate to employment and/or further
study.

Associate Degree
Characteristics of learning outcomes include:
• acquisition of the foundational underpinnings of one or more disciplines,
including understanding and interpretation of key concepts and theories and how
they are evolving within the relevant scientific, technical, social and cultural
contexts;
• development of the academic skills and attributes necessary to access,
comprehend and evaluate information from a range of sources;
• development of generic employment-related skills relevant to a range of
employment contexts;
• a capacity for self-directed and lifelong learning.
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A course leading to the Associate Degree is generally but not exclusively articulated
with relevant Bachelor Degree programs. A course leading to an Associate Degree will
vary in breadth and depth according to whether it is a single or multi-disciplinary
program but will be taken to sufficient depth to provide a basis for full articulation with
relevant Bachelor Degree programs.
An Associate Degree qualification provides a broad-based point of entry to
employment, in particular in a range of associate professional occupations, and an
introduction to the foundations of a discipline or across several disciplines.
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Appendix B

QAA - 16 principles (Education 7-15)

1. Decisions regarding the accreditation of prior learning are a matter of
academic judgement. The decision- making process and outcomes should be
transparent and demonstrably rigorous and fair
2. Where limits are imposed on the proportion of learning that can be
recognised through the accreditation process, these limits should be
explicitly stated. The implications for progression, the award of any interim
qualification and the classification or grading of a final qualification should
be clear and transparent.
3. Prior experiential and/or certificated learning that has been accredited by
an HE provider should be clearly identified on students’ transcripts.
4. Higher education providers should provide clear and accessible
infonnation for applicants, academic staff, examiners and stakeholders about
its policies, procedures and practices for the accreditation of prior learning.
5. The terminology, scope and boundaries used by an HE provider in its
policies, procedures and practices for the accreditation of prior learning
should be explicitly defined in information and guidance materials.
6. Information and guidance materials outlining the process(es) for the
assessment of claims for the accreditation of prior experiential and/or
previously certificated learning should be clear, accurate and easily
accessible.
7. Higher education providers should consider the range and form(s) of
assessment appropriate to consider claims for the recognition of learning.
8. The criteria to be used in judging a claim for the accreditation of prior
learning should be made explicit to applicants, academic staff, stakeholders
and assessors and examiners.
9. Applicants should be fully informed of the nature and range of evidence
considered appropriate to support a claim for the accreditation of prior
learning.
10. The assessment of learning derived from experience should be open to
internal and external scrutiny and monitoring within institutional quality
assurance procedures.
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11. The focus of authority and responsibilities for making and verifying
decisions about the accreditation of prior learning should be clearly
specified.
12. All staff associated with the accreditation of prior learning should have
their roles clearly and explicitly defined. Full details of all roles and
responsibilities should be available to all associated staff and applicants.
13. Appropriate arrangements should be developed for the training and
support of all staff associated with the support, guidance and assessment of
claims for the accreditation of prior learning.
14. Clear guidance should be given to applicants about when a claim for the
accreditation of prior learning may be submitted, the timescale for
considering the claim and the outcome.
15. Appropriate arrangements should be in place to support applicants
submitting claims for the accreditation of prior learning and to provide
feedback on decisions.
16. Arrangements for the regular monitoring and review of policies and
procedures for the accreditation of prior learning should be clearly
established. I’hese arrangements should be set within established
institutional frameworks for quality assurance, management and
enhancement.
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Appendix C

National Principles and Guidelines for RPL , 2005

(NQAI 23)
National Principles and Guidelines for RPL, 2005
Principles for the Recognition of Prior Learning
The principles for the recognition of prior learning are addressed to education and training
providers, awarding bodies, and those in the workplace. The principles are available to
those who are developing systems of recognition of prior learning and to those who wish
to make use of the prior learning that has been recognised by other providers or awarding
bodies.
General
• The recognition of prior learning will give value to all learning, no matter how
that learning is achieved.
• Participation in recognition is a voluntary matter for the individual.
• The recognition of prior learning will be part of an inclusive approach to
learning by education and training providers and awarding bodies.
• Recognition of prior learning will provide opportunities for access, transfer and
progression to education and training and for the achievement of an award.
• Recognition of prior learning will provide opportunities for learners to
participate on an active basis in society in general and within a workplace context.
Quality
• Recognition of prior learning should be fully embedded within the quality
assurance procedures of providers and awarding bodies.
• Recognition of prior learning should maintain the standards of the National
Framework of Qualifications and its awards.
• Processes for the recognition of prior learning should be credible to all
stakeholders.
• The outcomes-based approach of the National Framework of Qualifications
supports the attainment of awards through diverse routes, including the
recognition of prior learning, and such recognition of prior learning will maintain
and support the standards associated with the National Framework of
Qualifications and its awards.
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Communication/documentation
• A clear statement of the policies, processes and practices of the education and
training providers and awarding bodies for the recognition of prior learning
should be available to all users.
• Processes and practices for the recognition of prior learning should be clearly
documented.
• Processes and practices for the recognition of prior learning should be
communicated openly and clearly to all. (Applicants, education and training staff
and assessors).
Assessment
• Assessment criteria for the recognition of prior learning should be published,
made explicit to applicants, and applied consistently and fairly.
• Assessment criteria should be based on learning outcomes of awards or
standards of knowledge, skill and competence set out in the National Framework
of Qualifications and by the relevant awarding bodies.
• Assessment and verification mechanisms for the recognition of prior learning
should be appropriate and fit for purpose.
Process
• Guidance and support should be available for applicants and all involved in the
processes of recognition of prior learning.
• An appropriate appeals mechanism should be in place.
• Recognition of prior learning processes should be easy to understand, fair and
transparent, and be conducted in a reasonable time frame.
• The recognition of prior learning processes should be organised in such a way
that they do not create barriers for the applicant.
• Appropriate resources to support the processes for the recognition of prior
learning should be in place.

Guidelines
It is suggested that further and higher education and training awarding bodies and
providers would each develop policies and procedures for recognition of prior learning
which would each have the following elements:
• Review and updating
• Operational approaches
• Assessment
• Applicants
• Communications
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Review and updating
• Each further and higher education and training awarding body will review and
update the policies and procedures that it has in place for the recognition of prior
learning following the publication of these guidelines and each body will review
its policies and procedures on a regular basis in the future.
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Appendix 1)

Factors preventing full integration of RPL (NQAI 48)

■ lack of awareness, knowledge and understanding of RPL amongst providers (at all
levels within them) and learners
■ RPL is generally a marginal activity for providers - the market for RPL is seen to be
small and non-lucrative. There are competing priorities in higher education in particular
(both on staff and institutions)' RPL is costly in terms of time and staff to operate. Lack
of tools, supporting documentation and detailed guidance also hinders activity.
■academic and teaching staff as well as employers are often sceptical about the value of
learning achieved in a site or location other than the formal one. There are perceptions
that RPL offers an easier and sub-standard route to a qualification; that it may threaten
the integrity of qualification standards and in some cases, could undermine
provider/institutions reputations and standards. There is no evidence or research carried
out to date on employer or employee perceptions of RPL, in general.
■some higher education institutions fear that inconsistent or un-coordinated institutional
approaches to RPL could lead to applicants shopping around for the maximum level of
exemptions, advanced standing or credit for their prior learning.
■the assessment of prior learning is often viewed as being (extra-) difficult or
impossible in some fields of learning and can be seen as a threat to the traditional
methods of learner assessment. There is also an additional challenge to ensure fairness
between ‘traditional’ and RPL assessment mechanisms.
■there is uncertainty about the level of demand for RPL at all levels and, in general, a
sense amongst institutions that demand for RPL is small. Therefore, investment in
developing processes and supports might not yield sufficient returns for providers. In
general, the resourcing of RPL is deemed to be too high by many small providers.
■the individual applicant faces difficulties in terms of workload in preparing a portfolio
and, in some cases, the reflective skills required to describe prior learning. This effort
often exceeds the effort of participating in the programme/module as a full-time learner.
The time taken to complete the RPL process may also be a disincentive. Absence of
mentoring and guidance can also inhibit RPL.

' For example, in higher education, the competing priorities are, in particular, the current public policy
objective of developing and extending fourth level education (post-graduate level), enhancing quality,
reforming academic structures, meeting new roles in the knowledge economy and as concerns lifelong
learning, and operating within a context of tight financial constraints (marked by high dependency on
direct state funding).' This is leading to an increased range and diversity of programmes, more flexible
delivery modes, and new partnerships or linkages with community, industry and workplace groups. With
respect to universities, they are working to include the full range of awards in the National Framework of
Qualifications, developing further their credit systems and, where not already practiced, modularisation.
These developments will impact on the opportunities to develop RPL. Within this context and the overall
demographic factors shaping participation, universities differ in respect of their responses and objectives.
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Appendix E

Response of NQAl to Bergen 2005

(NQAI, Verification of Compatibility of Irish NFQ with the Framework for qualifications of the
European Higher Education Area 8-18)

Criterion 1 - The nationalframework for higher education qualifications and the body or
bodies responsible for its development are designated by the national ministry with
responsibility for higher education.

The National Qualifications Authority was established on a statutory basis, under the
Qualifications (Education and Training Act) 1999 on 26 February, 2001. This legislation was
proposed by the Minister for Education and Science, whose responsibilities include higher
education. The legislation can be found here:
http://www.nqai.ie/Oualifications%20(Education%20and%20Training)%20Act%201999.pdf
Section 7 of the Qualifications Act requires the Authority “to establish and maintain a
framework ... for the development, recognition and award of qualifications in the State based
on standards of knowledge, skill or competence”. Under section 8, the Authority is required to
“establish policies and criteria on which the framework of qualifications shall be based.”
Building on this, the Authority has defined the National Framework of Qualifications to be:
"The single, nationally and internationally accepted entity, through which all learning
achievements may he measured and related to each other in a coherent way and which defines
the relationship between all education and training awards."
The Irish Framework was developed by the Authority in consultation with stakeholders and was
launched in October 2003. It is a ten level framework, which captures all learning, from the very
initial stages to the most advanced. Qualifications achieved in school, further education and
training and higher education and training are all included in the Framework. Each of these
qualifications is quality assured and every provider delivering programmes that lead to
qualifications in the Framework is also quality assured
The Irish Framework includes award-types of different classes. Amongst these are the large or
‘major’ awards. In addition, qualifications are also awarded for smaller learning achievements
which are known in the Framework as minor, special purpose and supplemental awards.
Sixteen major award-types have been established for the Irish Framework. Eight of these are
higher education awards-types as follows:
•
The Higher Certificate at level 6.
•
The Ordinal*)' Bachelor Degree at level 7.
•
The Honours Bachelor Degree at level 8.
•
The Higher Diploma at level 8.
•
The Masters Degree at level 9.
•
The Post-Graduate Diploma at level 9.
•
The Doctoral Degree at level 10.
•
The Higher Doctorate at level 10.
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Each of these eight major award-types has a descriptor associated with it which describes the
purpose, level, volume, learning outcomes, progression and transfer and articulation associated
with it. Each of the award-types is understood to be different than the other award-types in an
Irish context and has value and relevance for the labour market and for progression to further
learning opportunities. Access to employment of different kinds is generally accepted across
society with different levels and major award-types of higher education awards. This is
underpinned in research undertaken annually by the Higher Education Authority which tracks
the first destination (in employment or further learning) of graduates. It is also of note that the
Bologna declaration set out that the degree awarded after the first cycle shall also be relevant to
the European labour market as an appropriate level of qualification. In this regard, the research
referred to above verifies such relevance.

Criterion 2 - There is a dear and demonstrable link between the qualifications in the
nationalframework and the cycle qualification descriptors of the European framework
The Dublin descriptors which were adopted as part of the Framework for Qualifications of the
European Higher Education Area were developed as the Irish National Framework of
Qualifications was being developed and implemented. Representatives of Irish authorities (the
Department of Education and Science, the Qualifications Authority and the Higher Education
and Training Awards Council) were involved in the development of the Dublin descriptors in a
cross-country collaboration of the Joint Quality Initiative and sought to ensure their
compatibility with Irish Framework descriptors. The first two Dublin descriptors of the
Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (the first and second
cycle descriptors) were in place prior to the establishment of the Irish Framework. The third
Dublin descriptor (the third cycle) was developed after the establishment of the Irish
Framework.
It is also of note that the Februaiy' 2005 Report of the Working Group on the establishment of
the Bologna Framework also recommended the inclusion in the Framework for Qualifications of
the European Higher Education Area of a descriptor for the higher education short cycle (within
or linked to the first cycle). This was also one of the Dublin descriptors which was developed
after the establishment of the Irish Framework. In adopting the Framework for Qualifications of
the European Higher Education Area in Bergen in May 2005, Ministers agreed that the
Framework would include three cycles including, within national contexts, the possibility of
intermediate qualifications. For the purposes of this verification of the compatibility of the Irish
Framework with the Bologna Framework, the Irish authorities have decided to include in the
verification process the alignment with the higher education short cycle (as an intermediate
qualification signalled by Ministers) and its descriptor given that the descriptor has much
agreement across Europe in the context of the work of the Joint Quality Initiative and the
recommendations of the Bologna working group.
Detailed background work has been undertaken analysing the outcomes in the Irish Framework
and comparing these with the cycle descriptors. This is attached at appendix 1. It is considered
that there are clear and demonstrable links between the descriptors for particular major-award
types in the Irish Framework and cycle qualification descriptors in the Framework for
Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area.
In the Lisbon Recognition Convention, the concept of substantial difference has been
developed. The concept of substantial difference has to date related to comparing two individual
qualifications, or to comparing an individual qualification to a generic type of qualification. To
date, the concept has not generally related to comparing two generic descriptors for types of
qualifications. However, it is considered that this concept is relevant to the consideration of the
clear and demonstrable link between qualifications and national frameworks and the cycle
qualification descriptors of the European framework. Accordingly, it is suggested that there are
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no substantial differences between certain descriptors for major award-types in the Irish
National Framework of Qualifications and the cycle descriptors. This is set out in more detail
below:
•
The outcomes in the descriptors of the Irish Higher Certificate (at level 6 in the
Irish Framework) and the higher education short cycle (within or linked to the first
cycle), developed by the Joint Quality Initiative as part of the Bologna process generally
correspond, within the limits of comparison possible across the two sets of strands.
Thus it is considered that the Irish Higher Certificate is an intermediate qualification
within the first cycle.
•
Comparison of outcomes in the first cycle descriptor and the Ordinary Bachelor
Degree descriptor (at level 7 in the Irish Framework) supports the contention that the
Irish Ordinary Bachelor Degree is a first cycle qualification. Furthermore, the Ordinary
Bachelor descriptor does not correspond with the descriptor for the short cycle and there
are substantial differences between the two descriptors.
•
Comparison of outcomes in the first cycle descriptor and the Honours Bachelor
Degree descriptor (at level 8 in the Irish Framework) supports the contention that the
Irish Honours Bachelor Degree is a first cycle qualification, although in some respects
the outcomes go beyond those required for a first cycle qualification.
•
Comparison of outcomes in the first cycle descriptor and the Higher Diploma
descriptor (at level 8 in the Irish Framework) supports the contention that the Irish
Higher Diploma is a qualification at the same level as completion of the first cycle.
•
Comparison of outcomes in the second cycle descriptor and Masters Degree
descriptor (at level 9 in the Irish Framework) supports the contention that the Irish
Masters Degree is a second cycle qualification.
•
Comparison of the outcomes of the second cycle descriptor and the PostGraduate Diploma descriptor (at level 9 in the Irish Framework) supports the contention
that the Irish Post-Graduate Diploma is an intermediate qualification within the second
cycle.
•
The third cycle descriptor and the Irish Doctoral Degree descriptor (at level 10
in the Irish Framework) are broadly similar in content, though the Irish descriptor
appears somewhat broader in intention. Both focus on the creation of new knowledge
and allude to the broader obligations such a function brings with it.
While the material above describes in detail comparisons between the descriptors for
qualifications in the Irish Framework and the cycle descriptors of the Bologna Framework, it is
also the case that there are other issues which are relevant to verifying the compatibility of the
Irish Framework with the Bologna Framework. These issues relate to access and progression to
programmes leading to Irish qualifications within the cycles and leading to European and other
qualifications. They also relate to issues such as the credit associated with Irish programmes
leading to Framework awards and the general fonnat of programmes which is encouraged in
Ireland. Collectively, these issues provide an important context for elucidating how Irish
qualifications are perceived and understood both within and without Ireland. Detailed
background work has been undertaken on these issues and it is attached at appendix 2.
A summary of the typical arrangements for progression are as follows:
•
Entry to a programme leading to a Higher Certificate is generally for school
leavers and holders of equivalent qualifications.
•
Entry to a programme leading to an ab-initio Ordinary Bachelor Degree is
typically for school leavers and those with equivalent qualifications. In addition, there
are 1-year add-on Ordinary Bachelor Degree programmes for holders of the Higher
Certificate.
•
Entry to a programme leading to an Honours Bachelor degree is typically for
high-achieving school leavers or holders of equivalent qualifications. In addition, there
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are typically programmes of 1 year duration leading to Honours Bachelor Degrees for
holders of Ordinary Bachelor Degrees.
•
Entry to a programme leading to a Higher Diploma is typically for holders of
Honours Bachelor Degrees but can also be for holders of Ordinary Bachelor Degrees. It
is of note that the Higher Diploma is typically in a different field of learning than the
initial award.
•
Entry to a programme leading to a taught Masters degree is typically for holders
of Honours Bachelor Degrees. Also in some cases, entry to such programmes can be
permitted for those with Ordinary Bachelor Degrees or equivalent who have some
relevant work experience. Eurthermore, in some cases, entry to such programmes is
permitted for people with extensive experience.
•
Entry to a programme leading to a research Masters Degree is typically for
holders of Honours Bachelor Degrees, typically with a high classification attained first or second class honours.
•
Entry to a programme leading to a Post-Graduate Diploma is typically for
holders of Honours Bachelors Degrees but can also be for holders of Ordinary Bachelor
Degrees.
•
Entry to a programme leading to a Doctoral Degree is typically for holders of
Honours Bachelor Degrees. The general model is that a holder of an Honours Bachelor
Degree with a high classification enters initially onto a Masters research programme,
and transfers on to a Doctoral programme after one year on the Masters research
programme. In total, the number of years in the programme would generally be at least
3 years. There is also access to research Doctoral Degrees for holders of Masters
Degrees whether taught Masters or research Masters.
In conclusion, it is considered that:
•
The Irish Higher Certificate is an intermediate qualification within the Bologna
first cycle.
•
The Irish Ordinary Bachelor Degree is compatible with the Bologna first cycle
descriptor. However, holders of Irish Ordinary Bachelor Degrees and their equivalent
former awards do not generally immediately access programmes leading to second
cycle awards.
•
The Irish Honours Bachelor Degree is compatible with completion of the
Bologna first cycle.
•
The Irish Higher Diploma is a qualification at the same level as completion of
the first cycle, and is a qualification typically attained in a different field of learning
than an initial first cycle award.
•
The Irish Masters Degree is compatible with completion of the Bologna second
cycle.
•
The Irish Post-Graduate Diploma is an intermediate qualification within the
Bologna second cycle.
•
The Irish Doctoral Degree is compatible with completion of the Bologna third
cycle.
It is of note that there is an apparent inconsistency or paradox in the treatment of both the
Ordinary Bachelor Degree and the Honours Bachelor Degree as first cycle qualifications
compatible with the Bologna first cycle descriptor. The compatibility of both with the Bologna
first cycle descriptor has been demonstrated in terms of the comparisons of the learning
outcomes. Notwithstanding this, these awards are included at two different levels in the Irish
framework, with different descriptors, and the Ordinary Bachelor Degree does not typically give
access to Masters Degree (second cycle) programmes at present in Ireland.
This implies a recognition that Ireland has two sub-levels within the first cycle - the minimum
attainment, represented by the Ordinary Bachelor Degree and a higher attainment with more
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advanced learning outcomes, represented by the Honours Bachelor Degree. The distinction
between the Ordinary and Honours Bachelor Degree has a long history in Ireland, and is
intended to serve the interests and needs of learners. In this connection, the Ordinary Bachelor
Degree can serve either as an exit qualification for those learners who have not attained the full
set of learning outcomes associated with the Honours Bachelor Degree; or as a key staging post
in integrated programmes designed to bring learners from Level 6 through to Level 8. In
addition, many Ordinary Bachelor Degrees are purposely designed to meet the education and
training requirements of particular occupations.

Criterion 3 - The nationalframework and its qualifications are demonstrably based on
learning outcomes and the qualifications are linked to ECTS or ECTS compatible credits
The Irish Framework is required in law to be based on learning outcomes (or as the legislation
states, “standards of knowledge, skill and competence”) - this is set out in the material provided
for in relation to criterion 1.
The descriptors for the major award-types in the framework are based on strands and sub
strands of learning outcomes as follows:
•
•
•

knowledge: breadth and kind
know-how and skill: range and selectivity
competence: context, role, learning to learn and insight

1 he descriptors for the major award-types are included in appendix 4 of the Authority’s
determinations document: http://www.nqai.ie/determinations.pdf.
Irish higher education awarding bodies have agreed to use the descriptors of the higher
education award-types as the descriptors of the awards that they make.
Following the establishment of the Irish Framework, the Authority - in partnership with
education and training stakeholders, through its Technical Advisory Group on Credit - has been
working towards the development of a national approach to credit. A twin track approach has
been pursued (one for further education and training, the other for higher education and
training), as the way forward on credit is more clearly signposted for higher education and
training at this time within the context of the Bologna process and the general acceptance and
use of ECTS. As part of this process, the Authority's Technical Advisory Group on Credit
(Higher Education Track) has produced a set of‘Principles and operational guidelines for the
implementation of a national approach to credit in Irish higher education and training’. These
‘Principles and operational guidelines’ have been adopted by the Authority. The operational
guidelines recommend that a typical credit volume or credit range be established for each major
award-type from levels 6-9 in the Framework in line with existing ECTS conventions and
current practice in the Irish higher education system as follows:
Level 6 Higher Certificate
=
120 credits
Level 7 Ordinary Bachelor Degree
=
180 credits
Level 8 Honours Bachelor Degree
=
180-240 credits
Level 8 Higher Diploma
60 credits
Level 9 Masters Degree (Taught)
=
60-120 credits
Level 9 Postgraduate Diploma
60 credits

Irish Doctoral Degrees and Masters Degrees (by research) do not usually have credit values
assigned. However, Masters Degrees (by research) typically have a 2 year duration which
would equate with an appropriate number of credits. Institutional practice on assigning credit to
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professional doctorates differs. National discussions on developing a possible credit range for
doctorates, which could include professional doctorates, are at an early stage.
All Irish higher education awarding bodies are operating within these arrangements. The
Principles and operational guidelines are available here:
http://www.nqai.ie/en/Publications/Filel,843,en.doc

Criterion 4 - The procedures for inclusion of qualifications in the nationalframework are
transparent
Under section 8, the Authority is required to “establish policies and criteria on which the
framework of qualifications shall be based.” The initial Framework policies and criteria have
been adopted by the Authority and are available here: http://www.nqai.ie/polandcrit.pdf
Chapter 6 of these policies sets out the process for the inclusion of awards in the Framework as
follows:
•
“It is the role of the Authority to determine the level indicators and the awardtype descriptors. These will fonn the basis for the setting of standards for named awards
by the Further Education and Training Awards Council, the Higher Education and
Training .Awards Council and the Dublin Institute of Technology.
•
In relation to school and university awards, the aim is that the level indicators
and the award-type descriptors in the framework will be developed in a way that will
facilitate the inclusion of these.”
The Authority has also adopted policies and criteria on the inclusion in, or alignment with, the
National Framework of Qualifications of the awards (or the learning outcomes associated with
them) of certain awarding bodies which are not already recognised through the Framework
under section 8 of the Qualifications Act. These policies and criteria are available here:
http://www.nqai.ie/en/FrameworkDevelopment/Filel J683,en.doc
These make provision for the recognition through the Framework of
•
The awards of Irish bodies which make awards on a statutory basis (where the
body’s awards are not yet in the Framework and where the awards cannot be
withdrawn).
•
The learning outcomes associated with the awards of certain Irish bodies which
do not make awards on a statutory basis but which recognise the attainment by learners
of learning outcomes in a formal way associated with the legal regulation of the
operation of a profession or of a professional title by such bodies.
•
The awards of certain bodies from outside the State which make awards in
Ireland
Awards made to learners in Ireland by awarding bodies based in other countries are not included
in the Irish framework, but they may be formally aligned. A policy published in July 2006
provides for the alignment of such awards on the basis of best fit of learning outcomes to levels
or award-types in the Irish national framework. Criteria include legal authority to make the
awards in the home country; inclusion in the national framework or equivalent in the home
country; and external quality assurance in the home country which is also applied to the awards
made in Ireland. The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland and the Higher Education and
Training Awards Council review applications for the alignment of higher education awards
under this process.
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It is also of note that under the Qualifications Act, the Higher Education and Training Awards
Council has the power to delegate to institutes of technology (other than the Dublin Institute of
Technology which already was an awarding body) the power to make awards and that, to date,
the power to make some awards has been delegated to all of the institutes of technology.
Accordingly, Irish higher education awarding bodies are now using the descriptors of the higher
education award-types as the descriptors of the awards that they make and it is a matter for them
to have processes in place for their own award-making. These are detailed further in the
material provided for in relation to criterion 5 below.
It is also the case that as the Framework is implemented, many existing awards will no longer be
granted. Also, many learners hold Irish awards that were part of former systems and have
already ceased to be made. It is necessary to map these ‘existing and former’ awards
(sometimes referred to as ‘legacy’ awards) onto the Framework, so that holders of such awards
are not disadvantaged. The task of working out the placement of existing and former awards is
well advanced. The Authority has agreed with two higher education and training awarding
bodies - the Higher Education and Training Awards Council and the Dublin Institute of
Technology - to the placement of a range of existing and former awards. Former awards may
also be compatible with the Bologna Framework but this issue has not been systematically
tested. These awards were designed on different principles. For example, while they may have
represented the achievement of learning outcomes they were not specified in such terms.

Criterion 5 - The national quality assurance systems for higher education refer to the
national framework of qualifications and are consistent with the Berlin Communique and
any subsequent communique agreed by ministers in the Bologna Process
There are three separate, but linked, systems for quality assurance in Irish higher education in
place for each of the following;
•
The universities and associated colleges
•
The Higher Education and Training Awards Council and the associated
institutes of technology and providers within the independent sector
•
The Dublin Institute of Technology
In 2004 Irish stakeholders established the Irish Higher Education Quality Network to;

•
Provide a forum for discussion of quality assurance issues amongst the
principal national stakeholders involved in the quality assurance of higher education
and training in Ireland
•
Prov ide a forum for the dissemination of best practice in quality assurance
amongst practitioners and policy makers involved in the Irish higher education and
training sector
•
Endeavour, where appropriate, to develop common natiqnal principles and
approaches to quality assurance in Irish higher education and training.
The membership consists of the principal stakeholders - practitioners, policy makers and students involved in quality assurance in Irish higher education and training, as set out below;

Union of Students in Ireland
Irish Universities Quality Board
Council of Directors of the Institutes of Technology
Irish Universities Association
Dublin Institute of Technology
Higher Education Colleges Association
Higher Education Authority
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•
•
•

Higher Education and Training Awards Council
National Qualifications Authority of Ireland
Department of Education and Science

The work of the Network takes place in the context of the implementation of the Irish
Framework in which all of its members are involved. Furthermore, the Network reviewed the
legislative requirements and procedures for quality assurance for the different institutions in the
Irish higher education sector and in May 2005 identified a set of common underpinning
principles of Good Practice The principles are agreed by the Network as consonant with the
legislative arrangements that govern quality assurance in the Irish Higher Education sector, and
as conforming to the principles outlined in the Berlin Communique, and to the ‘Standards and
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area’, as developed by the
European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA), in co-operation with
the European University Association (EUA), the European Association of Institutions in Higher
Education (EURASHE) and the National Unions of Students in Europe (ESIB) and as adopted
by Ministers at Bergen in May 2005. The principles are available here:
http://www.iheqn.ie/ fileupload/publications/FileSOSen.doc
The universities are in the process of completing the implementation of the Framework. In December
2005, the Qualifications Authority and the Registrars of the Irish universities agreed a policy approach
regarding the completion of the implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications in the
university sector. The agreed approach focuses, in particular, on the inclusion of the universities sub
degree and other smaller awards in the Framework, and sets outs an agreed basis and process for their
inclusion. 7'he process is to be completed during the 2006/07 academic year. Further details are available
here: http://www.nqai.ie/en/Publications/File. 1183.en.doc
The Irish Universities Quality Board has been established by decision of the governing authorities of the
Irish Universities
o
to increase the level of inter-university co-operation in developing their
quality assurance procedures and processes, in line with best international
systems
o
in representing their approach nationally and internationally as a unique
quality model appropriate to the needs of the Irish Universities
o
to facilitate the conduct of reviews of the effectiveness of quality
assurance procedures and their outcomes

The Irish Universities Quality Board is in the process of updating the Framework for Quality in
Irish Universities and this will include the formal incorporation of the Irish Framework. This
information is available here: www.iuqb.ie.
The Higher Education and Training Awards Council has incorporated the Irish Framework in its
policies and criteria for setting the standards of awards, for making awards, for delegating
authority to make awards and for quality assurance. Furthermore, in December 2005, a review
of the performance by the Higher Education and Training Awards Council of its functions,
incorporating the extent to which the Council complies with the Standards and Guidelines for
Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area, was commenced by the
Qualifications Authority. Information on the review is available here:
http://www.hetac.ie/publications.cfm?sID=32 . The review was completed in July 2006.
The Dublin Institute of Technology has incorporated the Irish Framework into its quality
assurance procedures. In March 2005, a review of the effectiveness of the quality assurance
procedures of the Institute was commenced by the European University Association, on behalf
of the Authority and the review process was completed in June 2006. This information is
available here: http://www.nqai.ie/en/PoliciesandProcedures/
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Criterion 6 - The national framework, and any alignment with the European framework, is
referenced in all Diploma Supplements
The Irish Framework is already referred to in Irish Diploma Supplements. In addition, the
cycles of the Bologna process are referred to and this reference was in place prior to the
adoption of the European Framework. A copy of the existing Irish template for the Diploma
Supplement is available here:
http://www.europass.ie/europass/WhatisEuropass/DiplomaSupplement/File, 1175,en.pdf
It is the intention of the Irish authorities to review the existing template when the verification of
the compatibility of the Irish Framework with the Bologna Framework has been completed.
Criterion 7 - The responsibilities of the domestic parties to the nationalframework are
clearly determined and published.
These are referred to above. These include the responsibility of the Authority for developing
the Framework and for establishing policies and criteria, as well as the individual
responsibilities of higher education awarding bodies.
It is also of note that a review of the implementation and impact of the Irish National
Framework of Oualifications is planned - it is among the responsibilities of the Qualifications
Authority to do so. Should any review result in major changes in the Framework, it would be
necessary to review the alignment set out in this document.
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Appendix F
EHEA v’s Irish Descriptor (NQAI, Verification of
Compatibility of Irish NFQ with the Framew ork for qualifications of the European
Higher Education Area 33 - 37)

Bologna

Irish
framework

Short
cycle

Higher cert 6

Irish award-type descriptor

Dublin descriptor
have demonstrated knowledge and
understanding in a field of study that
builds upon their general secondary’
education, and that provides an
underpinning for a field of
vocational activity’ or broader
activities and studies;
•
can apply their knowledge and
understanding in an occupational
context;

•
Specialised
knowledge of a broad
area.
•
Some theoretical
concepts and abstract
thinking, with significant
underpinning theory.

IIAVKTIU: ABILITY TO
1 OR,Mi l ATE RESPONSES TO VM:LLDEEINEl) ABS I RAC I AM) CONC RETE
PROBLEMS;

•
Demonstrate
comprehensive range of
specialised skills and tools.

•

•
can communicate about their
activities and understanding with
colleagues;

•
have the learning skills to
undertake further studies within
structured learning environments
while demonstrating some elements
of autonomy;
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FORMILATE
RESPONSES TO WELL
DEEINEl) ABSI RAC 1
PROBLEMS.

•

•
Act in a range of
varied and specific
contexts involving creative
and non-routine activities;
transfer and apply
theoretical concepts and/or
technical or creative skills
to a range of contexts.
•
Exercise substantial
personal autonomy and
often take responsibility
for the work of others
and/or for allocation of
resources; form, and
function within, multiple
complex and
heterogeneous groups.
•
Take initiative to
identify and address
learning needs and interact
effectively in a learning
group.
•
Express an
internalised, personal
world view, reflecting
engagement with others

1st cycle

Ordinary
bachelors
7

have demonstrated knowledge and
understanding in a field of study that
builds upon their general secondary
education, and is typically at a level
that, whilst supported by advanced
textbooks, includes some aspects that
will be informed by knowledge of the
forefront of their field ofstudy;
• can apply their knowledge and
understanding in a manner that
indicates a professional approach to
their work or vocation, and have
competences typically demonstrated
through devising and sustaining
arguments and solving problems
within theirfield of study;
•

HAVE THE ABILITY TO GATHER

AND INTERPRET RELEVANT DATA

Specialised knowledge
across a variety of areas.
•
Recognition of
limitations of current
knowledge andfamiliarity
with sources of new
knowledge; integration of
concepts across a variety of
areas.

•
Demonstrate
specialised technical,
creative or conceptual
skills and tools across an
area of study.

(USUALLY W ITHIN THEIR FIELD OF
STl D\ ) TO INFORM JUDGEMENTS
THAT INCH DE REFLECTION ON
RELEVANT SOC IAL, SC IENTIFIC OR
ETHIC AL ISSUES;

•

can communicate information,
ideas, problems and solutions to
both specialist and non-specialist
audiences;

•

Exercise

APPROPRIATE JUDGEMENT
IN PLANNING, DESIGN,
TEC IINIC ALAND/OR

have developed those learning skills
that are necessary' for them to
continue to undertake further study
with a high degree of autonomy

SUPERMSORV FUNC 1 IONS
RELATED 1C) PRODUC I S,
SERV 1C ES, OPERATIONS OR
PROCESSES.

• Utilise diagnostic and
creative skills in a range of
functions in a wide variety
of contexts.
•
Accept accountability
for determining and
achieving personal and/or
group outcomes; take
significant or supervisory
responsibility for the work
of others in defined areas
of work.
•
Take initiative to
identify and address
learning needs and interact
effectively in a learning
group.
• Express an
internalised, personal
world view, manifesting
solidarity with others.
An understanding of the
theory, concepts and
methods pertaining to a
field (or fields) of learning.
•
Detailed knowledge

Honours
bachelors 8
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and understanding in one
or more specialised areas,
some of it at the current
boundaries of the rield(s)
•
Demonstrate mastery
of a complex and
specialised area of skills
and tools; use and modify
advanced skills and tools
to conduct closely guided
research, professional or
advanced technical
activity.
•

Exercise

APPROPRIATE Jl DGEMENT
IN A MMBER OF COMPLEX
PLANNING, DESIGN,
TECHNICAL AND/OR
MANAGEMENT FUNCTIONS
RELATED TO PRODUCTS,
SERVICES, OPERATIONS OR
PROCESSES, INCLUDING
RESOURCING.

2nd cycle

Masters 9

have demonstrated knowledge and
understanding that is founded upon
and extends and/or enhances that
typically associated with first cycle,
and that provides a basis or
opportunity for originality in
developing and/or applying ideas,
often within a research context;
•
can apply their knowledge and
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•
Use advanced skills to
conduct research, or
advanced technical or
professional activity,
accepting accountability
for all related decision
making; transfer and
apply diagnostic and
creative skills in a range of
contexts.
•
Act effectively under
guidance in a peer
relationship with qualified
practitioners; lead
multiple, complex and
heterogeneous groups.
•
Learn to act in
variable and unfamiliar
learning contexts; learn to
manage learning tasks
independently,
professionally and
ethically.
•
Express a
comprehensive,
internalised, personal
worldview, manifesting
solidarity with others.
A systematic understanding
of knowledge, at, or
informed by, the forefront
of a field of learning.
A critical awareness of
current problems and/or
new insights, generally
informed by the forefront of
a field of learning.

understanding, and problem solving
abilities in new or unfamiliar
environments within broader (or
multidisciplinary) contexts related
to their field of study;
HAVE THE ABILITY TO
INTEGRATE KNOWLEDGE AND
HANDLE COMPLEXm, AND
FORMULATE Jl DGEMENTS WITH
INCOMPLETE OR LIMITED
INFORMATION, BUT THAT INCLUDE
REFLECTING ON SOCIAL AND
ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES LINKED
TO THE APPLICATION OF THEIR
KNOWLEDGE AND Jl DGEMENTS;
•

•
can communicate their
conclusions, and the knowledge and
rationale underpinning these, to
specialist and non-specialist
audiences clearly and
unambiguously;
•
have the learning skills to allow
them to continue to study in a
manner that may he largely selfdirected or autonomous.

3rd cycle

Doctorate 10

have demonstrated a systematic
understanding of a field of study and
mastery of the skills and methods of
research associated with that field;

•
have demonstrated the ability
to conceive, design, implement and
adapt a substantial process of
research with scholarly integrity;
have made a contribution through
original research that extends the
frontier of knowledge by developing
a substantial body of work, some of
which merits national or
international refereed publication;
•
ARE CAPABLE OF CRITICAL
ANAL\ SIS, EV ALUATION AND
SYNTHESIS OF NEW AND COMPLEX
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•
Demonstrate a range
of standard and specialized
research or equivalent
tools and techniques of
enquiry.

•
Select from
COMPLEX AND ADV ANCED
SKILLS ACROSS A FIELD OF
LEARNING; DEV ELOP NEW
SKILLS TO A HIGH LEVEL,
INCLUDING NOVEL AND
EMERGING TECHNIQUES.

•
Act in a wide and
often unpredictable variety
ofprofessional levels and
ill-defined contexts.
•
Take significant
responsibility for the work
of individuals and groups;
lead and initiate activity.
•
Learn to self-evaluate
and take responsibility for
continuing
academic/professional
development.
• Scrutinise and refect
on social norms and
relationships and act to
change them.
A systematic acquisition
and understanding of a
substantial body of
knowledge which is at the
forefront of a field of
learning.
The creation and
interpretation of new
knowledge, through
original research, or other
advanced scholarship, of a
quality to satisfy review by
peers.
•
Demonstrate a
significant range of the
principal skills,
techniques, tools, practices
and/or materials which are
associated with a field of
learning; develop new
skills, techniques, tools.

practices and/or materials.

ideas;

can communicate with their
peers, the larger scholarly
community and with society in
general about their areas of
expertise;
•

•
can be expected to be able to
promote, within academic and
professional contexts, technological.
social or cultural advancement in a
knowledge based society
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•
Respond to
ABSTR.\CT PROBLEMS
THAT EXPAND AND
REDEFINE EXISTING
PROCEDIIR.AL
KNOWLEDGE.
•
Exercise personal
responsibility and largely
autonomous initiative in
complex and unpredictable
situations, in professional
or equivalent contexts.
•
Communicate results
of research and innovation
to peers; engage in critical
dialogue; lead and
originate complex social
processes.
•
Learn to critique the
broader implications of
applying knowledge to
particular contexts.
•
Scrutinise and reflect
on social norms and
relationships and lead
action to change them.

Appendix G Weaknesses in assessment systems (Brown, Bull and Pendicbury 9)
1. Overload of students and staff
2. Too many assignments with the same deadline set in the
department/school
3. Insufficient time for students to complete the assignments in the time
available
4. Insufficient time for staff to mark the assignment before the next
semester
5. Inadequate or superficial feedback provided to students
6. Wide variations in marking across modules
7. Wide variations in assessment demands of different modules
8. Wide variations in marking within a module
9. Wide variations in marking by demonstrators
10. Fuzzy or non existent criteria
11. Undue precision and specificity of marking schemes or criteria
12. Students do not know what is expected of them
13. Students do not know what counts as a good or bad assignment/ project
14. Assessment viewed by some departments/ schools as an extra rather than
a recognised use of staff time.
15. Project supervision seen as an extra or the real time involved is not
recognised
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Appendix H

Rubrics

Rubrics of Assessment
Guidelines for Assessors/Mentors

Guideline Coursework Criteria
And Grading Scheme
Mark

Relevance to the
brief

Development of
thought

Understanding of
the subject

Conclusions/
Recommendations

Format and
Presentation

70 4

Fully meets all
the requirements
of the brief/shows
great
understanding of
context/ issues.

Very logical
development of
argument,
sophisticated
understanding of
concepts etc.

Fully meets
requirements/
good awareness
of context issues

50-59

Competent
meeting of
requirements/
good awareness
of context

Good
development of
argument/ not
especially broad
/ deep
Good account of
issues/ some
consideration
given to analysis

Exceptionally clear
and well
constructed
recommendations
and conclusions,
insightful,
conclusive.
Sound conclusions/
not especially deep
or original

Format followed,
exceptionally well
written, excellent
standard of
presentation of all
materials.

60-69

Outstanding
awareness of
issues, extremely
well supported by
reference, wide
ranging and
objective.
Accurate treatment
of issues/ some
evidence of critical
awareness
Competent
understanding of
issues/ reliance on
sources/ broad,
lacking specifics

Generally
convincing
conclusions

Good standard of
writing/ good
referencing and
presentation

40-49

Meets the main
requirements/
adequate
awareness of
issues

Fair attempt at
understanding
issues/ some
generalisations/
quite well
supported by
evidence

Some reasonably
formed conclusions/
Recommendations/
quite well supported
by argument

Format followed/
generally clearly
expressed/ Good
research

Emphasis on
description/
slight over
reliance on
sources/ little
individual
contribution to
the argument/
confined to
limited sources

High standard of
writing, referencing
and presentation

Guidelines for Students

Mark

Criteria

70 +

Show great understanding of the issues and items mentioned. Very logical argument and
understanding of the concepts discussed. Argument supported by current issues and examples
so not only can discuss the concept but also apply it. Insightful conclusions. Exceptionally
well written and standard of presentation
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6069

Fully meets requirements/ good awareness of context issues. Development of argument good but not especially broad/ deep. Some evidence of critical awareness. Sound conclusions
not especially deep or original. High standard of writing , referencing and presentation.

5059

Competent meeting of requirements and good awareness of context. Good account to issues
and some analysis. Competent understanding of issues, however broad and lacking of
specifics. Convincing conclusions. Good standard of writing/ referencing and presentation

Under
50

Meets main requirements/ adequate awareness of issues. Over reliance on sources and little
individual contribution. Fair attempt at understanding issues/ generalisations. Reasonably
formed conclusions quite well supported by argument. Good research
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Appendix I

Evaluation checklists - Zubizarreta (Zubizarreta 230-231)

BIS 402 Portfolio Evaluation Form Contents Checklist (Arizona State University)
REQUIRED (45 POINTS)
Title page
Table of contents
Mission statement
BIS Section
401 Section
402 Section
Skills
EXTRA (5 POINTS)
Resume
Writing sample
Academic accomplishments within areas of em.phasis
Letters of recommendation
Academic transcript/ DARS report
Awards or certificate of merit or accomplishment
Samples of artwork/ design/ project
Write-up/ evidence of volunteer activity
Other
APPEARANCE (50 POINTS)
Materials
•
Attractive, appropriate binder
•
Plastic sheets/page covers
•
Dividers
Excellent _ Very Good_ Fair_ Needs Improvement No Effort Made
Neatness
_Excellent _ Very Good_ Fair_ Needs Improvement_No Effort Made
Organisation
_Excellent _ Very Good_ Fair_ Needs Improvement_No Effort Made
Creativity
_Excellent _ Very Good_ Fair_ Needs Improvement_No Effort Made
Overall Effort
_Excellent _ Very Good_ Fair_ Needs Improvement_No Effort Made
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Appendix J

Survey - Electronic and word versions

Copy of Questionnaire on Assessment Techniques in Higher
Education
Dear respondent,
My name is Deirdre Goggin, I am a staff member of DEIS and currently completing a Masters in
Education, entitled “The Assessment of Informal Learning: A Critical Review of Current Methodologies
and Research into Appropriate Instruments”.
As part of this research I am conducting a survey into the assessment methods currently employed by
staff of The Cork Institute of Technology. It is anticipated that the results of this survey would feed into
current discussion with regard to the Modularisation and Semesterisation process and how this affects
assessment as well as pinpointing issues and concerns lecturing staff may have with regard to the
assessment process across the institute in general.
As such 1 ask people to take the few minutes required to complete this survey and submit it to me using
the submit button at the end of the questionnaire.
Please note: The final date for receipt of responses is the 24th of May.
If you have any questions please do not hesitate to contact me at dgoggin@cit.ie or 4921181
Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire.
Yours sincerely,
Deirdre Goggin

Multiple Choice Question; Offering several answers from which the correct one is to be chosen
Project; A complex assignment involving more than one type of activity and production. Projects can
take a variety of forms, some examples are a mural construction, a shared service project, or other
collaborative or individual effort.
Essay; Essay items, like short-answer, are constructed-response questions from an author's personal point
of view and personal reflections upon them. However, essay answers are typically much longer than those
of short-answer, ranging from a few paragraphs to several pages.
Presentation; In the normal sense of the word, a presentation is some kind of talk to an audience,
possibly enhanced with visual or audio material.
Portfolio/ Learning Journal; a collection of the evidence of learning a person has achieved over a
lifetime and constitutes reflective practice.
Short Answer questions are “constructed-response,” or open-ended questions that require students to
create an answer. “Fill in the blank” and “completion” questions are examples of short-answer question
types.
Report on Placement; This is usually an overview of what the person has done, relating their work
experience to the organisation and the business environment. It provides an opportunity for them to link
academic theory with practice.
Dissertation; A dissertation is a report on work of independent research, at an advanced level, which
makes a contribution to the current body of knowledge in a particular field.
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Report on Practical; is a written report to record the factual experience of the student during a task, to
relate the theory to the task and to record/comment on the outcomes.
Oral/ Interview; A test of knowledge and ability conducted by means of face-to-face questioning by the
examiner(s)
Problem Solving; A process in which an individual or a team applies knowledge, skills, and competence
to achieve a stated outcome in an unfamiliar situation.
Case Studies; A Case Study (sometimes showcase) is an illustrated example from the world of work
which is used to work though particular principles and assist the learner in understanding and achieving
specific learning outcomes.
Performance/ Exhibitions; Display/collection of academic work for public display
Essay Exam; are constructed-response questions on a given written topic from an author's personal point
of view and personal reflections upon them under examination conditions

* 1^ School

r
r
r
r
r
r

*2)

Business and Humanities
Engineering
Science
Crawford College of Art & Design
Cork School of Music
National Maritime College of Ireland

Department
r
r
r
r

r
r
r
r
r
r

Dept, of Civil, Structural & Environmental Engineering
Dept, of Construction & Architecture
Dept, of Chemical & Process Engineering
Dept, of Mechanical Engineering
Dept, of Manufacturing, Biomedical & Facilities Engineering
Dept, of Transport & Auto Engineering
Dept, of Electrical Engineering
Dept, of Electronics Engineering
Dept, of Social & General Studies
Dept, of Media Communications
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r

Dept, of Tourism & Catering Studies

c
r

DEIS
Dept, of Management & Marketing

r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r
r

Dept, of Accounting & Information Systems
Dept, of Adult & Continuing Education
Dept, of Educational Opportunities
Dept, of Applied Physics & Instrumentation
Dept, of Biological Sciences
Dept, of Chemistry
Dept, of Computing
Dept, of Mathematics
CORK SCHOOL OF MUSIC
Department of Keyboard Studies
Department of String Studies
Department of Wind, Percussion, Singing & Drama Studies
Department of Musicianship & Academic Studies
CRAWFORD COLLEGE OF ART & DESIGN
Department of Fine Art & Design
Department of Art & Design Education
Department of Art Therapy & Adult Education
NATIONAL MARITIME COLLEGE OF IRELAND

c

3^ Name (optional)

JJ
*4) Lecturing Post

r

Full Time
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r

Part Time

5^ Number of Years Lecturing : Please indicate whether Full l ime or Part Time
Number of Years
Full Time
Number of Years
Part Time

*5) Level(s) lectured at (please select all that are relevant to you)

r
r
r
r
r
r
r

Apprenticeship
Foundation Certificate
Higher Certificate
Ordinary Bachelor Degree
Higher Bachelor Degree
Post Graduate Certificate
Master

Overall percentage usage of different Assessment methods
a) Of the assessment methods used for terminal exam please indicate what percentage of these are
Open Book Exam: Time constrained with access to materials
Closed Book Exam: Time constrained with no access to materials
Closed Book
Open Book

HsOA Below please find a representative list of assessment methods, using the table below please indicate from the li‘
' the assessment methods you employ giving 1 to the one you use most often and so on. You will have to rank af
of the assessment methods for the answer to be accepted.
Please indicate also whether they are used for Terminal Exam, Continuous Assessment or Other. (For a
definition of each assessment method please see list attached to email).

Assessment Method

Please state if for Terminal Exam/
Continuous Assessment/
Other

Using a numeric scale please state the
most used and least used, 1 = most used
and so on

MCQ's

Terminal exam/ continuous
Assessment

2
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Essay

Terminal Exam

MCQ's

3

Essay

~ZI

Short Answer

3

Report on Practical
Case Study

2]

Project

■3

Presentation

1]

Report on Placement

3

Oral

z]

Performance / Exhibitions
APT/ Portfolio/ Learning Journal
Dissertation

3

Problem Solving
Essay Exam

Of the Assessment Methods indicated above, Please state if for Terminal Exam /
^ Continuous Assessment or Other. (Please indicate all that apply).

r

MCQ's Terminal Exam

Report on Practical
Terminal Exam

r

r

Essay Terminal Exam

r

Case Study Terminal
Exam
^

Report on Placement

Presentation Terminal
Exam

Terminal Exam

^

^

Performance / exhibitions

APL/ Portfolio/ Learning

r

Short Answer Terminal
Exam
Ex

r

Project Terminal Exam

r

Oral Terminal Exam

Terminal Exam

Journal Terminal Exam

Dissertation Terminal
Exam

r

r

^

Problem Solving Terminal
Exam
^

Essay Continuous

MCQ's Continuous

Essay Exam Terminal
Exam

Assessment

^

^

Short Answer

Report on Practical

Assessment

Continuous Assessment

Continuous Assessment

^

^

^

Case Study Continuous

Project Continuous

Presentation Continuous

Assessment

Assessment

Assessment

^

^

^

Report on Placement

Continuous Assessment

Oral Continuous

Assessment
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Performance / exhibitions

Continuous Assessment

r

APL/ Portfolio/ Learning
Journal Continuous Assessment
^

r

r

Dissertation Continuous
Problem Solving
Assessment
Continuous Assessment

Essay Exam Continuous

MCQ's Other

Essay Other

Assessment

r

Short Answer Other

r

Project Other

r

r

Oral Other

r

r

Dissertation Other

Report on Practical
Other
Presentation Other

Performance /
ex[
exhibitions
Other

r

Case Study Other

r

'
Report on Placement
Other
Otl

r

APL/ Portfolio/ Learning
Journal Other

Problem Solving Other

Essay Exam Other

10) Assessment Methods in major taught subjects
Please indicate for your three major subject areas (if applicable) the assessment methods used
for Tenninal Exam, Continuous Assessment, Practicals and Work Placement or Others as
applicable. ( 1= used most often 3=least used method )
Example
Maths - Terminal Exam

Continuous Assessment

Practical

1. Problem Solving

1. Problem Solving

1. N/A

2. Short Answer

2. MCQ's

2.N/A

3. Essay
Use the assessment classification as provided.
* Subject 1

*Terminal Exam

*Continuous Assessment

iU
“3
Practical

ii
Work Practice

JJ
'Subject 2
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n
*Terminal Exam

d

iJJ

A
^Continuous Assessment

jU
Practical

jiJ
-d
Work Practice

AJ
* Subject 3

A
““Terminal Exam

A

AA
““Continuous Assessment

A J
Practical

A
Work Practice

A

dJ

I I \ Identify three key issues for the future of assessment methods in Higher Education from your own
^ perspective

*Issue

<U
Issue 2

AJ
Issue 3

iU
* 1 2)

When deciding on the assessment methods that you use for assessing student learning do you take
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account of the learning outcomes of the subject being assessed ? Please select only one

Yes

r

To a large extent
To a lesser extent

r

No

1 3) If no, what basis do you use to select the assessment method?

U
*

1 4^ What factors have influenced your selection of assessment method(s) ? (please rate from 1 - 7
■ 1= most important, 7=Least important)

3
31

Time Constraints
Class size
Subject characteristics (learning outcomes)

z]

Semesterisation/ Modularisation

3

Convenience

~zl

Outside Bodies ( professional bodies)

3

Traditionally used within the department

3

]

I 5) If there are other determinants please state ;

<U
Finish Survey
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PAPER BASED SURVEY
Personal Details
School:

Department:

Name (Optional):

Full Time O

Part Time O

Number of Years Lecturing: Please indicate whether Full Time or Part Time
Number of Years
...........
Full Time I I
Part Time CH

Number of Years

Level(s) lectured at (please select all that are relevant to you)
Apprenticeship

□

Honours Bachelor Degree □

Higher Certificate

□

Postgraduate Certificate

□

Foundation Certificate

□

Master

□

Ordinary Bachelor Degree O

Ql. Overall % usage of different Assessment methods

Of the assessment methods used for terminal exam please indicate what percentage of these are
Open Book Exam: Time constrained and with access to materials
Closed Book Exam: Time constrained with no access to materials
Closed Book
Open Book

Below please find a representative list of assessment methods. Using the table below please
indicate from the list the assessment methods you employ giving 1 to the one you use most
often and so on.
Please indicate also whether they are used for Terminal Exam, Continuous Assessment or
Other. (For a definition of each assessment method please refer to list at end of questionnaire).
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Assessment Method

Please state if for Terminal Exam /
Continuous Assessment/ other

losing a numeric scale please state the most
used and least used, I = most used and so on

MCQ’s

Terminal exam / continuous Assessment

2

Essay

Terminal Exam

1

If other please state:

Q2. Assessment methods in major taught subject(s)
Please indicate your three major subject areas (if applicable) and the assessment methods used
for Terminal Exam, Continuous Assessment, Practical and Work Placement, or others as
applicable. (1 = used most often 3 = least used method)
Example: Maths - Terminal Exam______ Continuous Assessment Practical
1. Problemsolving 1. Problem solving
applicable
2. Short Answer
2. MCQ’s
applicable
3. Essay
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l.Not
2. Not

Use the assessment classification as provided
Subject
Terminal Exam
1
2
3

Continuous
Assessment
1
2
3

Subject 2 :
Terminal Exam
1
2
3

1
2
3

Subject 3:
Terminal Exam
1
2
3

1
2
3

Practical

Continuous
Assessment
1
2
3

1
2
3

Continuous
Assessment
1
2
3

Work Placement

Practical

Work Placement
1
2
3

Work Placement

Practical
1
2
3

1
2
3

Q3. Identify three key issues for the future seleetion of assessment methods in Higher
Education from your own perspective:
1

.................................................................................................................................................

Q4. When deciding on the assessment methods that you use for assessing student learning
do you take account of the learning outcomes of the subject being assessed? Please select one
only
Yes CH

To a large extent O

No □

To a lesser extent O
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If no, what basis do you use to select the assessment methods?

Q5. What factors have influenced your selection of assessment methods? (Please rate from 1
-7 / = most important, 7=Least important)
Time constraints
Class size
Subject characteristics (learning outcomes )
Semesterisation / Modularisation
Convenience
Outside Bodies (professional bodies etc )
Traditionally used within department

If others please state:

Thank you for your time

Multiple Choice Question; Offering several answers from which the correct one is to be chosen
Project; A complex assignment involving more than one type of activity and production.
Projects can take a variety of forms, some examples are a mural construction, a shared service
project, or other collaborative or individual effort.
Essay; Essay items, like short-answer, are constructed-response questions from an author's
personal point of view and personal reflections upon them. However, essay answers are typically
much longer than those of short-answer, ranging from a few paragraphs to several pages.
Presentation; In the normal sense of the word, a presentation is some kind of talk to an
audience, possibly enhanced with visual or audio material.
Portfolio/ Learning Journal; a collection of the evidence of learning a person has achieved
over a lifetime and constitutes reflective practice.
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Short Answer questions are “constructed-response,” or open-ended questions that require
students to create an answer. “Fill in the blank” and “completion” questions are examples of
short-answer question types.
Report on Placement; This is usually an overview of what the person has done, relating their
work experience to the organisation and the business environment. It provides an opportunity for
them to link academic theory with practice.
Dissertation; A dissertation is a report on work of independent research, at an advanced level,
which makes a contribution to the current body of knowledge in a particular field.
Report on Practical; is a written report to record the factual experience of the student during a
task, to relate the theory to the task and to record/comment on the outcomes.
Oral/ Interview; A test of knowledge and ability conducted by means of face-to-face
questioning by the examiner(s)
Problem Solving; A process in which an individual or a team applies knowledge, skills, and
competence to achieve a stated outcome in an unfamiliar situation.
Case Studies; A Case Study (sometimes showcase) is an illustrated example from the world of
work which is used to work though particular principles and assist the learner in understanding
and achieving specific learning outcomes.
Performance/ Exhibitions; Display/col lection of academic work for public display
Essay Exam; are constructed-response questions on a given written topic from an author's
personal point of view and personal reflections upon them under examination conditions
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Appendix K Peter Knight 51 assessment methods
The following is a list of assessment methods presented in Knight and Yorke and presented here
for reference purposes.
1.

Personal response assessment.

2.

Assessment banks - sample performance.

3.

Classroom Assessment Techniques CATS - brief tasks

4.

Bullet point summaries - of set readings.

5.

Computer-based self-assessment tasks.

6.

E-monitoring of web search, software use etc.

7.

Multiple choice questions (MCQs)

8.

Glossary construction - examination conditions

9.

Structured summaries of texts - with - agreed framework

10.

New tests using old software/notes

11.

Objective structured laboratory task

12.

Short answer Questions - extended MCQs to 50-100 words

13.

Fieldwork, laboratory work reports.

14.

Posters.

15.

Replication of published studies - on a smaller scale.

16.

Seminar presentations.

17.

Short evaluations of selected target papers

18.

Statement of relevance of paper, article to another task/activity - 1000 words.

19.

Takeaway tests.

20.

Structured logs of project /dissertation work.

21.

Terminal unseen time-constrained assignments

22.

Memoranda, executive summaries.

23.

Contributions to threaded electronic discussions.

24.

Devising assessment task to instructions.

25.

Concept mapping

26.

Compilation annotated bibliography

27.

Open book terminal examination

28.

Short essay writing 1000 words.

29.

Preparation of founding proposal.

30.

Combined formative and summative assessment.

31.
32.

Essay writing 5000 words.
Games/simulations
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33.

Peer assessment

34.

Self-assessment.

35.

Viva Voce examinations

36.

Exhibitions, demonstrations

37.

Book/ Website reviews

38.

Common design project

39.

Model building/design

40.

Role-play

41.

Web page development

42.

Credit claim preparation

43.

Project work

44.

Dissertation/thesis

45.

Small-scale research/inquiry

46.

Assessment of logs and journals

47.

Portfolios

48.

Performance

49.

Integrating assessment - across subjects

50.

Real problem solving

51.

Assessment of work - based learning
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Appendix L

Example of Learning Portfolio template

Portfolio

Submitted for Assessment of Prior Learning by -

Name
Address

Telephone

Work

Home

E-mail
Subject
Stage

Course

Department

194

CONTENTS
A. Curriculum Vitae and Job Description

1. Employment
1.1 Current Employment
1.2 Previous Employment
2. Education
2.1 Third Level Education
2.2 Training
2.3 Other Education
3. Relevant Additional Information

B. Learning Achieved

Learning Outcomes Achieved

C. Portfolio

Portfolio Inventory
Documentation

D. Appendix
Declaration

195

.‘I C'urriculiitn llfae cmclJoh Description

1. Employment
1.1 Current Post

Job Title
Who do you report to?
Company
Address

Describe responsibilities of the current post, including main duties and responsibilities for other
staff if applicable.
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1. Employment
1.2 Previous Relevant Employment

Duration - From

To

Job Title
Company
Address

Describe responsibilities of post, including main duties and responsibilities for other staff, if
applicable.
NOTE: One or two sentences on each aspect of your job is sufficient here.

1.2 Previous Relevant Employment

Duration - From

To

Job Title
Company
Address

Describe responsibilities of post, including main duties and responsibilities for other staff if
applicable.
NOTE: One or two sentences on each aspect of your job is sufficient here.
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1. Employment
1.2 Previous Relevant Employment (cont.)

Duration - From

To

Job Title
Company
Address

Describe responsibilities of post, including main duties and responsibilities for other staff, if
applicable.
NOTE: One or two sentences on each aspect of your job is sufficient here.
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2. Education
2.1 Third Level Education
This includes attendance on courses in any third level Institute.

Name & Address of
Institute
Attended - From

To

Name of Course

Examination Result
Subject

Level

Grade

Year

2. Education
2.2 Training
I his includes attendance on external courses (e.g. City & Guilds, IMl, etc.) and on other internal training courses
completed in the workplace.

Training

( I )

Name of Course
Provider
Accrediting, Body
Location of Training
To

Attended - From

Examination Result, Certificates of Attendance (if any)
Level
Grade
Subject

2. Education
2.2 Training
Training
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(II)

Year

Provider
Accrediting Body
Location of Training

Training Course Details
Date Attended from - to
Year

Name of Course

Training

( 111)

Provider
Accrediting Body
Location of Training

Training Course Details
Date Attended from - to Year

Name of Course
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2. Education
2,2 Training
Training

(IV)

Natne of Course
Provider
Accrediting Body
Location of Training
To

Attended - From

Examination Result, Certificates of Attendance (if any)
Grade
Level
Subject

Year

2.3 Further Education and/or Professional Body examinations
Please fill in this seetion if you have eompleted other educational courses including continuing Professional
Development, Youthreach, V fOS or PLC Courses.

Name of Course
Provider
Accrediting Body
Location of Training
A ttended -From

To
Examination Results, Certificates of Attendance (if any)
Grade
Level
Subject

Are you a member of any professional body?
If yes, state which body, and for how long.

Learning Achieved in ternts of the Learning Outcomes
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Year

Please fill in the subject and stage for which this portfolio is being preparedfor assessment.
Subject

Stage

Course

State the basis for exemption.
[Please tick RELEVANT box(s)]

□

Prior Academic Learning
If ticked, please complete section 1.

□

Prior Work-based Learning
If ticked, please complete section 2.
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Learning Achieved in terms of the Learning Outcomes

Provide details of the course(s), which form the basis for the subject
exemption.

Title of Course 1

Title of Subject

Grade Achieved

Title of Course 2

Title of Subject

Grade Achieved

Please attach a transcript IphotocopyJ of the examination certificate and
a copy of the syllabus for each item listed.
The original examination certificate(s) should he authenticated by your
mentor.
List the documentation in Section C: Portfolio.
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Learning Achieved in terms of the Learning Outcomes

Exemption Based On Work-based Learning
In this section you are asked to compare your learning achieved to the Learning Outcomes of the subject in question.
Verify you have the most current version of the Learning Outcomes. Use a separate page for each Learning Outcome
and response.

Learning Outcome

Learning Achieved

(Please use the above format for all your Learning Outcomes. You can delete this sentence from
your completed Portfolio)
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Portfolio Invento
In this section fill in an inventory of the evidence included in this portfolio. Then carefully insert
the evidence to this section. Photocopies of original certificates should be here. Note however,
that the original documents must be lodged with your mentor. These will be returned when the
accreditation process is completed.
It is important to list each separate document and other material you are submitting to
substantiate this claim. If you are submitting more than one claim it is important to have more
than one copy of each document as they will be assessed by different assessors.
|<------------ For
Office Use Only -—
->

Description of item submitted
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Date Original Seen

Verified By

Declaration
Name
Address

Home Telephone
No.

1 wish to claim credit/ exemption based on my prior learning in respect of
the subject listed below. I submit claim documentation in accordanee with
the college’s requirements. I accept that any advice or instruction given to
me by the college or its staff in the preparation of the claim does not confer
any entitlement to credit/ exemption in respect of the subject listed below.

Subject for which exemption is being claimed
Course and Stage

1
• Declare that I have registered for the subject stated below in
the current academic year
• enclose my Learning Portfolio
• 1 certify that all information submitted with this claim is an
accurate description of my relevant learning to date.

Date

Signed

206

Appendix IVI Different t\ pcs of Learning Portfolio

CONTENTS

Work based learning portfolio
'orkplace Competencies Achieved

In this section you are asked to compare your learning achieved to the Learning outcomes of the subject in question.
Please use a separate page for each Learning Outcome and response.

Learning Outcome
Learning Achieved
B. Portfolio

Portfolio Inventory
Documentation

C. Appendix
Declaration

1 wish to claim credit based on my work based learning in respect of the subject
listed below. I submit claim documentation in accordance with the college’s
requirements. I accept that any advice or instruction given to me by the college
or its staff in the preparation of the claim does not confer any entitlement to
credit in respect of the subject listed below.
Subject
Course and Stage
• I declare that I have registered for the subject stated below in
the current academic year
• enclose my Learning Portfolio
• 1 certify that all information submitted with this claim is an
accurate description of my relevant learning to date.
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Advanced Entry Learning Portfolio
CONTENTS
A. Extended Curriculum Vitae & Job Description
Background of applicant including all informal, non formal and formal learning. Gives the
assessor an insight into the applicant.
B. Portfolio
The applicant outlines their learning against the learning outcomes of the complete subjects of
the year(s) preceding the desired year of entry onto the programme. They do not have to
address each individual learning outcome but give an overview of their learning whilst keeping
the learning outcomes in mind.

C. Appendix
Portfolio Inventor^'
Documentation
Declaration

1 wish to claim credit based on my work based learning in respect of the subject
listed below. 1 submit claim documentation in accordance with the college’s
requirements. 1 accept that any advice or instruction given to me by the college
or its staff in the preparation of the claim does not confer any entitlement to
credit in respect of the subject listed below.
Subject
Course and Stage
• 1 declare that 1 have registered for the subject stated below in
the current academic year
• enclose my Learning Portfolio
• 1 certify that all information submitted with this claim is an
accurate description of my relevant learning to date.
Signed

Date
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Appendix N

Example of Refleetive Portfolio template

Reflection

Name
Address

Telephone

Home

Work

E-mail
Subject
Course

Stage

Department
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Relleclion in terms of the Learning Outcomes

Please fill in the subject and stage for which this portfolio is being preparedfor assessment.

Subject

Stage

Course
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Reflection in terms of the Learning Outcomes

Work-based
In this section you are asked to reflect on the learning outcomes you have discussed in your portfolio. Provide a
conclusion on the learning outcomes you have discussed in your reflection and also your recommendations for the
future. E.xpand the section as you feel is necessary.

21

Declaration

Name
Address

Home Telephone No.

• I certify that all infomiation submitted with this claim is an accurate description of my
relevant learning to date.

Date

Signed
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Appendix O Mentoring and Learning agreement

Mentoring Agreement
We are voluntarily entering into a mutually beneficial relationship. It is intended this
relationship will be a rewarding experience and that our time together will be spent in
professional development activities. Features of our mentoring relationship will include:

Commencement date

Duration of the mentoring program

Likely frequency of meetings

Maximum length of each meeting

Mentoring activities

We have discussed the basic principles underlying our mentoring relationship as a
developmental opportunity. We agree to a no-fault conclusion of this relationship if necessary.

Mentee

Mentor

Date

Date
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Mentoring Agreement

We the undersigned agree to meet regularly to undertake the mentoring activities described in
the attached plan and to allocate at least ________________ hours per__________________ to
the mentoring relationship.

We will typically meet on the

of each week/ tw o weeks /

month.

When there is a scheduling conflict, we will follow this protocol or process;

We agree to respect each other’s confidentiality and reputations in our work together.

We will interface with the employee’s direct supervisor in the following ways:

Mentor:

Mentee:

Other terms of our agreement are:

We will review and revise our learning and mentoring plan every three months .

Should the mentoring relationship not be working out for any reason, either party may
withdraw. This is a “no fault” exit. The employee may identify an alternative mentor.

Either party may seek advice on improving the effectiveness of his or her mentoring relationship
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Mentor’s Signature:

Date:

Mentee’s Signature:

Date:

* This person should never be the mentee’s direct supervisor

Learning agreement

The learning agreement is the written document recording the agreed learning path for a given
student agreed and signed by the work-practice supervisor and the student,
The learning agreement contains statements relating to

•

the learning outcomes to be achieved

•

the credits attaching to these outcomes

•

the programme of learning activities to be undertaken by the student

•

the teaching, materials, resources and supports to made available to the student

•

the assessment methods to be used to measure the learning achieved

•

the performance levels to be achieved to attract the credits and grades available.

Model Learning Agreement
The student will:
1

Take responsibility for ensuring they know and understand what is required for

successful completion of the course.
2

Make their workplace mentor aware of the particular nature, subjects and demands

of the course.
3

Apply them self to their studies and assessment, by attending CIT at the allocated

times and to carry out all other self-directed learning/ studying as required
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4

Respect the possible need for confidentiality regarding information gained in the

workplace in support of their studies
5

Keep their workplace mentor and the course co-ordinator informed of any relevant

problems while doing the course
6

Take responsibility for their own learning and development

The employer will:
1

Be aware of the particular nature of the course which the student is following and

communicate this information to all staff that will be associated with the learning of the
student (cadet) during work time.
2

Identify and allocate a workplace mentor responsible for the student for the length

of the course
3

Ensure that the student is able to attend CIT or to study and ensure that any

reasonable additional study time is available as required.
4

Support the student with his/her work based learning and to allow him/her

reasonable access to areas of the organisation’s activity or information to fulfil his/her
work based learning, studies and assessment commitments.
5

Endeavour to provide as wide a range of experience as possible in support of their

studies

The mentor will:
1

Provide the student with guidance and support throughout the length of the course.

2

Monitor the progress of the student throughout the course

3

Ensure that they are aware of the course requirements and their responsibilities

4

Liaise with the course supervisor regarding aspects of the course and the progress of

the student.
5

Ensure that all aspects of the course programme are delivered effectively and meet

the expectations of the student and employer.
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